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ABSTRACT 
Consumers have changed their roles, from being passive receivers of advertising 
messages who used to follow manufacturers’ and retailers’ recommendations, to 
being active participants in the marketplace. By using new forms of communication 
through social media platforms to rate products or post product reviews, consumers 
provide valuable information to other consumers. This process has transformed 
individual consumers’ market research practice, enabling them to make informed 
purchasing decisions. The marketing industry defines this phenomenon as ‘word of 
mouth’ marketing, while in the social media context this concept is referred to as 
electronic word of mouth.  
This research explores the creation, dissemination and exchange of electronic word 
of mouth, in the form of product reviews and ratings of digital technology products, 
as a type of user generated content. This study investigates reasons and techniques of 
consumers’ utilisation of these type of product evaluations; consumers’ attitudes 
towards this type of content; perceived reliability of social media platforms that 
provide electronic WOM; and reasons for consumers’ online participation or absence 
of it. 
This mixed methods study, based on findings from 43 in-depth interviews and 500 
responses to an online survey, delivers evidence that consumer created online 
product reviews and ratings are likely to be consulted by consumers in the 
information-search phase of the purchasing decision-making process. An 
interpretative phenomenological analysis of attitudes and behaviour regarding 
electronic WOM provides an in-depth understanding of consumers’ attitudes towards 
current advertising tools, and points to new marketing techniques that are emerging 
in the online environment under the influence of information-savvy consumers.  
This thesis makes eight key contributions in the areas of media and 
communication, and marketing: 
 The new communication model of info-active and info-passive searching styles 
provides the basis for a typology of consumers that may be useful in classifying 
different user types in future studies. 
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 Word of mouth is identified as the key information source among consumers, 
both from personal social contacts and from virtual strangers on social media 
websites.  
 Various types of electronic WOM have different roles and usage. Product 
ratings and product reviews are the most prominent types. 
 Product ratings represent the wisdom of the crowd and generate higher 
participation among consumers. 
 Product reviews provide detailed and helpful advice, but are less frequently 
posted by consumers. This type of user created content is less trusted, often 
being manipulated by companies/brands in order to improve the perceived 
product quality and to increase sales. 
 Consumers have no difficulties in recognising deceptive product reviews. 
Companies should not try to remove or demote negative reviews, as consumers 
appreciate genuine product evaluations and accept well explained flaws of 
digital technology products. 
 The Web locations most frequently visited by consumers are commercial 
websites, but social networking sites are becoming increasingly popular for 
expressing opinions about products and brands.  
 Consumers perceive advertising as the least reliable type of content in online 
media, and disregard this format in online searches.  
The findings of this study demonstrate that the online searching styles of users, the 
persuasiveness of WOM, and the decreasing influence of online advertising have 
practical implications for the marketing industry. The impact of electronic WOM is 
very strong for info-active consumers, their attitudes and subsequent purchasing 
decisions. Whereas, info-passive consumers are influenced by traditional WOM and 
retailers. The domain of WOM marketing is still strongly influenced by face-to-face 
communication, despite the fact the format is rapidly moving online and converting 
into electronic WOM through the use of electronic devices for Web access, social 
media participation, instant messaging and social networking.  
The influence of companies and brands through advertising in social media milieu is 
diminishing in favour of electronic WOM passed on through personal and virtual 
social ties (community members, opinion leaders). Word of mouth clearly dominates 
the social media space, but because it appears in many forms and formats it is 
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difficult to determine what the best approach to fostering is or how to control it. 
Social media marketing campaigns have to be carefully designed, and must be 
constantly monitored because the influencers in this space are highly informed, 
opinionated and independent reviewers of products and services. The influence of 
market mavens as the new marketing force in the social media environment is strong, 
and they are able to shape opinions, influence shoppers and drive trends in the digital 
technology products market.   
The paradigm that consumers prefer to evaluate products and talk about brands 
among their peers, rather than doing so on product review websites specifically 
designed for it, changes the main postulates of online advertising. These findings 
indicate a new trend, a shift from advertising blindness for online ads to consumer-
driven word of mouth marketing in social networking sites. Finally, as marketing 
traditionally uses the demographics, the age and lifestyle typology of consumers as 
the foundations for creating marketing strategies and advertising plans, the new 
model of info-active and info-passive consumers provides a better understanding of 
consumer behaviour on a completely new level – through the consumption of online 
content.  
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DEFINITIONS AND TERMS 
Astroturfing - impersonating an illusory character in order to deceive the public and 
create a buzz about products or services. 
Automated recommendations - provided by retail websites, based on previous 
inquiries or purchasing patterns of consumers.  
Avatar - an online virtual body, two dimensional or animated illustration of a 
person.  
Bricks and mortar stores - traditional retailing shops. 
Computer mediated communication - communication occurring via computer 
supported communication technologies in electronic formats. 
Cost per impression - a method of charging appearance of advertisements on a 
webpage. 
E-tailers - online retailing outlets. 
Expert product reviews - a type of edited content written by industry experts or 
professionals. 
E-zines - online magazines. 
Information sources - deliver product related information based on consumers’ 
inquiries, or inform the general public. May be of a personal, public or commercial 
type.  
Info-search - the second stage of the purchasing decision-making process, during 
which consumers inquire into different information sources to learn about products.  
Market maven - a person with special knowledge or experience about products or 
services. 
 Consumer Created Reviews and Ratings: The Importance of Word of Mouth in Information Search xiii 
Opinion leader - a community member with a high number of social ties, or 
numerous followers in social media context, who is able to influence others by 
interpreting mass media messages and content.  
Peer to peer - a communication model in which each party has the same capabilities 
or can initiate a communication session. 
Product reviews - descriptions or statements about products and services, and / or 
detailed comments written by fellow consumers.  
Purchasing decision-making process - several stages consumers go through when 
considering a purchase. Also referred to as: buyer decision-making process. 
Ratings - the shortest form of product evaluations; a user’s assessment of value, 
defined by numbers, stars, or thumbs; presented as a cumulative value. 
Shill reviewing - manipulating practices of companies or individuals to improve 
ranking/sales of products by creating biased product reviews or high product ratings.  
Social network - a collection of individuals with social connections. 
Social ties - interpersonal connections of strong or weak intensity, may be also 
absent. 
Sock-puppeting - acting as an independently opinionated person through an 
alternative identity while secretly being affiliated to a company. 
Stealth marketing - a type of undercover and unsolicited marketing activity.  
Strong ties - interpersonal connections in social interactions of considerable 
significance between individuals; usually existing between family members or close 
friends, in some cases between work colleagues. In this thesis also used 
interchangeably with the term close ties.  
User created content - multimedia type of content (text, video, audio) created by 
Internet users and posted online without professional editing or censorship. Also 
referred to as: user generated content. 
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User recommendations – brief and personalised customers’ testimonials about 
experiences with products or services. 
Weak ties - social connections between network nodes that are of negligible 
significance or are not directly connected; in a social media context they may exist 
between virtual strangers in online forums, creators and followers of online posts in a 
form of ‘comments’ or ‘likes’.  
Word of mouth - an informal exchange of information between consumers about 
products and services. Also referred to as: electronic word of mouth - when 
distributed through online media. 
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 
This chapter will introduce the topic by explaining the background of the study, 
conveying the research issues, defining the research problem and questions, and will 
present the outline of the remaining chapters of the thesis.  
Chapter structure:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH STUDY 
Marketing as a discipline has been under a lot of pressure to deliver new profitable 
models of advertising in the environment of computer mediated communication 
(Schultz, 2006; Jenkinson, 2007; Peterson et al., 2010). Marketing analysts (Ramsey, 
2008; Edelman, 2009; Bughin et al., 2008) suggest that advertising is experiencing a 
very strong migration from mass media to the Internet and social media due to lower 
cost, better profiling and targeting of consumers, accessibility to market niches, and 
higher return on investment (ROI). In 2012 the Internet advertising revenues in 
Australia reached $3.3 billion (IAB, 2013), while in the United States online 
advertising expenditure during the first two quarters was over US$17 billion (PWC, 
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2012). Corporations, being aware of the advantages of digital, social media and 
mobile advertising, are cutting their traditional media marketing budgets and are 
investing in new web strategies or business models (Vizu, 2013). 
According to consumer behaviour strategists online advertising is on the rise in 
comparison to other forms of traditional marketing; however a social media 
marketing approach requires more refined strategies and focussed approaches 
(Cognos Consumer Insights, 2011). Levin et al. (2009) argued in their book The 
Cluetrain Manifesto, that businesses are facing significant changes in markets, 
mostly imposed by the Internet, where conversations between people, not marketers, 
have been taking place. For companies this means the end of “the marketing as 
usual” (Searls and Weinberger, 2009, p.173). Traditional marketing tools are no 
longer useful on the Web as “people are discovering and inventing new ways to 
share relevant knowledge with blinding speed” (Levin et al., 2009, p.xiii). This thesis 
explores the online conversations that occur between consumers when considering a 
purchase of a digital technology product, and their impact on consumer behaviour 
and consumers’ attitudes.  
1.1.1 DIGITAL VERSUS TRADITIONAL MEDIA 
Chaffey (2010) states that digital technologies had an irreversible impact on 
marketing practices including the areas of: consumer behaviour and attitudes, but 
also: integrated communications, customer relationship and data management, 
branding, multichannel marketing, marketing governance and marketing 
optimisation. Peterson et al. (2010) explain that marketers are shifting their focus 
from traditional media to digital media channels: the Internet, electronic messaging, 
online search, the social web, blogs, podcasts, mobile communications and gaming 
platforms. They claim that online and mobile advertising segments show the 
potential for growing and offer ‘individualised consumer targeting’ at lower cost, a 
process that requires a new set of marketing strategies and skills.  
Chaffey et al. (2009) have emphasised the importance of understanding consumer 
behaviour in the new electronic marketplace environment. Customers’ personalities, 
consumers’ use of search engines, and the impact of intermediaries (content 
aggregators, social networks, mainstream media publishers and bloggers) may be 
vital for the development of a digital strategy. In the early days of web retailing the 
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advertising, marketing and sales activities on websites have been adjusted to be able 
to retain “increasingly intelligent customers who access rapid price comparisons and 
demand instant order fulfilment” (Lynch et al. 2001, p.15). Consumers’ perception of 
a merchant’s reputation or even trust towards a website may have significant 
consequences on their purchase intentions and repeated purchases (ibid). For 
Fukuyama (1995) trust is a vital component of human capital and a critical part of 
human interactions, whether that may take place between individuals, clans, 
organisations, or even nations. He also claims that trust has a measurable economic 
value, most certainly evident when talking about ‘online reputation’. But the 
customers’ perceptions of merchants’ ‘reputation’ (Lynch et al., 2001) or ‘trust’ 
(Fukuyama, 1995) are not the only factors that may influence someone’s purchasing 
decisions. 
In the Simultaneous Media Studies project, Schultz (2006) explored the impact of 
different media forms on purchasing decisions. Drawing on data from 16,000 US 
respondents the results showed that consumers are regularly multitasking, combining 
two or more media channels at the same time. Further the study identified a subset of 
consumers (over 20 per cent) who were intentionally avoiding media, significantly 
reducing their exposure to advertising messages. Accordingly these results suggested 
that marketing generated content may have a less of an impact on consumers’ 
decision making due to consumers’ ‘split-attention’ between media channels.   
Moving beyond an overlapping usage of traditional and electronic media, the trend of 
social networking on social media websites has also attracted the attention of 
researchers. An exploratory study of advertising avoidance on social networking sites 
and the factors that influence this type of behaviour, showed that consumers do not 
perceive advertising on social networking sites to be credible (Kelly et al., 2010). 
This further differentiates social media websites and information displayed on them 
from traditional marketing, based on how is their reliability is perceived by 
consumers. Marketing generated content refers to professionally created content that 
is distributed via marketing communication (marcom) channels, while user generated 
content (UCG) represents the user created product reviews and ratings (PRR) 
distributed via word of mouth (WOM) communication. The importance of 
understanding consumer behaviour in regards to marketing generated and UGC, in 
 4 Chapter 1: Introduction 
the multichannel communication of the online environment, is significant for 
marketing theory and the marketing industry and will be explored in this thesis.  
1.1.2 INTERNET MARKETING 
Internet marketing is a general term that delineates traditional marketing delivered 
through mass media from new forms of online promotional activities. The two most 
distinctive types of online integrated marketing practices are paid and free marketing 
(Leckenby and Li, 2000; Vizu, 2013). Paid marketing refers to online advertising and 
sponsored content, a model adopted from traditional media. Free social media tools 
are content management services offered on different types of websites (e.g., online 
retailing, travel, social networking) that benefit from user created or user generated 
content. The two terms are interchangeably used to refer to content that is created by 
consumers, rather than marketing professionals. 
User created content drives traffic to websites, creating an advertising environment – 
web locations where advertising messages are highly visibly to potential customers. 
Websites that feature UCC benefit from a social phenomenon called ‘word of 
mouth’, a type of free marketing driven by exchange of information about products 
and services between consumers (Arndt, 1967; King and Summers, 1970; Brown and 
Reingen, 1987; Herr et al., 1991). Word of mouth, originally practiced in the offline 
world, has moved online due to a proliferation of social media websites that foster 
this type of consumer behaviour (Dellarocas, 2003; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; 
Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006). 
The proliferation of electronic WOM attracted the attention of marketing 
professionals, consultants and media gurus who are trying to harness this 
phenomenon to increase sales, brand awareness, customer loyalty and customer 
engagement through personal recommendations, marketing communication methods 
that are not always immediately measurable on the social web (Hoffman and Fodor, 
2010). In order to provide better understanding of WOM practices and to ensure 
ethical use of endorsements and testimonials, a professional association called Word 
of Mouth Marketing Association published, in 2006, a classification of 11 different 
types of WOM (WOMMA, 2006), depicting the complexity of this type of consumer 
driven marketing (the full list is available in Appendix I). 
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In 2009, the majority of chief marketing officers (85 per cent) in the US and EU 
reported that only 10 per cent of marketing budgets were dedicated to social media 
(Goetzl, 2009). Only three years later the situation has changed. In 2012, an industry 
survey conducted among Internet marketers in 65 countries (SEOmoz, 2012), 
showed that pay per click, display ads and Facebook ads were the most popular 
advertising categories. However the most popular Internet marketing tactics were 
search engine optimisation (92 per cent), analytics (82 per cent), link building (71 per 
cent), content marketing (71 per cent), social media and/or community management 
(70 per cent), thus signalling that advertising was no longer the leading marketing 
solution for online media. Social media and online social networking provided new 
venues for promotional activities of companies and brand owners (Trusov et al., 
2008). At this point it is necessary to describe how the traditional and social media 
marketing vary. 
1.1.3 TRADITIONAL VERSUS SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING 
According to McKenna (2002) the marketing model is a derivate of “twentieth-
century mass-production mentality, and it has become something of a 
pseudopsychological propaganda machine” (p.5) being very static and completely 
reliant on the broadcasting model. Technological innovations are, according to 
McKenna, the “agent of economic and social change” (p.7), powerful tools in the 
hands of consumers, allowing them to manage broadcasted commercial messages. 
The ‘awakening’ process among marketing professionals changed the paradigm of 
advertising, which assumed that broadcasted messages were ‘absorbed’ and 
responded to accordingly by consumers.  
In the early days of social media, Fernando (2007) proposed that this space 
represented everything that “the old media is not, and where consumer-generated 
content rules” (p.9). At that point in time, the most popular social networking sites 
were YouTube, followed by MySpace, and Facebook which had a thriving 7.5 
million members (ibid). Marketers, PR companies and advertising agencies only 
partially envisaged the level and scope of interactions that this online world could 
deliver, and the potential for this type of interaction between consumers, products 
and brands (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). The rise of social media marketing was not 
supported by guidelines for brand management or corporate handbooks with 
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instructions about how to manage it (Fernando, 2007). It was up to brand owners and 
marketing professionals to explore and learn from their mistakes, and to determine 
which social media tools and platforms best fit their marketing strategies.  
1.1.4 ONLINE ADVERTISING AND SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING 
There is a significant difference between online advertising and social media 
marketing. Online advertising was copied from mass media, and its formats and 
delivery did not significantly diverge when delivered over the Internet. However, 
online advertising is delivered with significantly reduced costs compared to 
traditional media. It provides immediate feedback by ‘click through rates’, allows the 
targeting of consumers based on their online searches, and delivers higher returns on 
advertising spending (ROAS). Social media on the other hand fosters online 
conversations (Levin et al., 2009) and engagement of consumers with products and 
brands (Wehr, 2009), provides entrances to market niches (Whiteside, 2013), allows 
for the targeting of consumers based on their personal interests and, most recently, 
demographics and social circles (e.g., on social networking sites).  
Rodgers and Thorson (2000) presented a model of Interactive Advertising that 
described the advertiser-controlled and consumer-controlled functions of online 
advertising, confirming that “the responses that people make to traditional 
advertising remain relevant to the interactive world” (p.53). Moving traditional 
advertising formats online added interactivity as a new function of advertising 
content, while content remained under the control of advertisers (Peltier and 
Schibrowsky, 2003). A decade later, with the proliferation of UGC, online 
advertising still remained the most prominent type of Internet marketing (Lunden, 
2013). However, consumer participation in generating UGC was on the rise, creating 
new avenues for novel types of product related information exchange, such as WOM 
(Chen et al., 2011). 
Admittedly, social media delivers opportunities and challenges, while at the same 
time being a fast evolving and tentative environment for businesses (Kaplan and 
Haenlein, 2011; IBM, 2011; De Vries et al., 2012). Social media’s integration into 
marketing strategies has introduced new rules for marketing professionals. For 
example Hoffman and Fodor (2010) advised that the conventional ROI approach 
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adopted in traditional media was not effective in measuring the impacts of marketing 
campaigns through social media channels. They proposed that customer responses to 
campaigns in social media translated to engagement with brands, and customer 
motivation to “communicate their opinions to other customers” (p.46) through 
WOM. Although there are numerous tools and analytics for measuring the 
effectiveness of social media campaigns, the presence and management of WOM is a 
difficult task for many companies. Research in the area of consumer behaviour in the 
social media space is of the outmost importance for the marketing and advertising 
industries and for consumer behaviour specialists.   
1.2 RESEARCH ISSUES 
Recommendations about products and services from first hand users are often 
regarded as important information sources, and are even more appreciated when 
coming from a friend (Marsden, 2006). Similarly, online product recommendations 
can impact consumers’ purchasing choices (Senecal and Nantel, 2004). Before 
purchasing a product, 45 per cent of consumers will ask a friend for advice, and 64 
per cent of first purchases are driven by ‘digital experiences’ (IBM, 2011). For 
industry this indicates that the digital environment may be a dominant place for 
consumers to search for information about products (Power Reviews, 2010). In this 
thesis it will be explored how consumers use online product reviews, and how 
reliable they perceive them to be.   
While searching online, consumers often encounter information from ‘virtual 
strangers’. Laat (2005) claims that it is possible to create a certain level of “trust 
generated by mechanisms of reputation and intermediation” (p.179) between 
‘virtuals’, for example in virtual markets where financial risks are involved. On the 
other hand Pettit (2004) asserts that ‘trust’ between virtual strangers is not a viable 
concept. User generated product reviews and ratings most commonly come from 
virtual strangers, and this issue will be further researched in this thesis. 
As a communication platform the Internet gives companies the opportunity to 
“provide access to information, extending sales opportunities, and building better 
customer and value-chain relationships” (Coleman and Levine, 2008, p.61). 
However, marketing generated content and advertising messages may not necessarily 
find attentive audiences among online users. Consumers tend to disregard online 
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advertising messages to an extent that this is leading to a kind of ‘advertising 
blindness’ among consumers (Cho and Cheon, 2004; Grant, 2005; Gritten, 2007; 
Kelly et al., 2010).  The amplified presence and effects of promotional messages in 
the online marketplace are the research issues in this study. 
The literature explains that prior to a purchase decision an extensive process of 
information search, brand comparisons and evaluations, and other activities take 
place (Payne et al., 1978; Einhorn and Hogarth, 1981; Johnson and Payne, 1985; 
Engel et al., 1986; Carroll and Johnson, 1990; Bakos, 1997). Consumers look for 
information at different places and from different information sources, both offline 
and online (Hodkinson, 2003; Peterson and Merino, 2003). This study will examine a 
list of different info-sources and their influence on consumers. 
Further, consumer behaviour and attitudes towards user created content will be 
explored in this study. According to Allport (1935) they are measurable and possible 
to classify. In the theory of planned behaviour, Ajzen (1991) suggests that social 
attitudes and personality traits are significant factors in allowing us to predict 
someone’s behaviour in a specific context or situation. One of the aims of this study 
is to identify consumers’ attitudes as factors that influence their purchasing 
decisions.  
There is a body of literature that explores the topics of online mass interactivity 
(Whittaker et al., 1998), access and use of digital technologies (Hargittai, 2004; Dijk 
van, 2006; Selwyn, 2006), and the ‘digital divide’ imposed by gender, age or 
education (Noris, 2001; Liff and Shepherd, 2004; DiMaggio et al., 2004; Hargittai 
and Shafer, 2006). The practice of creating and posting online reviews is important 
for marketing theory as there is little data available that describes consumer 
behaviour and attitudes in regards to this particular type of UCC. For example less 
than 1 per cent of visitors to Amazon.com have posted a product evaluation (Nielsen, 
2006), and yet the opinions of these ‘influencers’ may have a significant impact on 
millions of consumers that have read their product evaluations. The topic is critical 
for the retailing industry because this type of content not only influences, but also 
attracts visitors to websites. From the consumers’ perspective this research deals with 
the subject of ‘objectiveness’ and misuse of user created content in ‘stealth’ 
marketing practices. These refer to the fake (shill reviews and sock-puppeting), 
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exceedingly favourable or overly negative product evaluations. Finally, this study 
will explore the issue of online participation and creation of UGC. 
1.2.1 JUSTIFICATION FOR THE STUDY 
The reasons for conducting the study were:  
1. The concepts and models of consumer attitudes and behaviour collected 
through secondary sources (Poster, 1995; Rheingold, 1993; Barabási, 2003; 
Armitage and Roberts, 2002 ) needed to be tested in the current social media 
environment (Palfrey and Gasser, 2008; Burgess and Green, 2009; Rettberg, 
2008; Halavais, 2008; Dean, 2009; Miller, 2011; Masum and Tovey, 2011, 
Murthy, 2012), which offers various versions of social interactions (Turner, 
1988) through networking, content publishing, blogging, word of mouth 
activities, etc.  
2. Information sources that consumers use are constantly changing due to the 
proliferation of social media websites (Hassan, 2008; Bruns, 2008) – the 
study sought to establish the most up-to-date list and to examine how users of 
digital technology products (specific product category) utilised these sources. 
3. Social and interactive practices of consumers who are using various 
information sources for searching, collecting or exchanging information 
about digital technology products are shifting between online and offline 
surroundings. The study sought to ascertain the most current practices and 
trends among consumers (Christakis and Fowler, 2009).  
4. Internet-savvy consumers conducted sophisticated online searches to support 
purchasing decisions, and were more prone to peer recommendations found 
online (Coleman and Levine, 2008). Consequently, these consumers 
frequently searched through product reviews and ratings websites and were 
familiar with the mechanisms of how these sites operated. They represented 
‘information reach’ cases and would benefit from being needed to be studied 
by using an in-depth interviewing technique in order to understand their 
attitudes and behaviour (Seidman, 2006).    
5. Digital technology products or consumer electronics are a very popular 
product category among consumers; consumers spend a lot of time 
researching these products, reading product reviews and ratings. These are a 
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type of user created content that was, at the time the research was conducted, 
predominantly generated through social media websites.  
6. Websites with product reviews and ratings are information-intensive 
environments and, as such, provide excellent marketing platforms for word of 
mouth and stealth marketing. There is a need in exploring how consumers 
perceived these websites as collaborative spaces (Jensen et al. 2002; 
Dellarocas, 2010), and to investigate their role, importance and economic 
leverage in the marketplace.  
7. The practice (adopted by some businesses and agencies) of posting fake 
reviews, altering ratings by changing the positions of existing negative 
reviews, or assuming alternative identities in order to persuade consumers 
about the quality of a product, resulted in raising suspicions among readers of 
online product reviews and ratings. These deceptive practices had a strong 
impact on consumers and were starting to be regulated (see Federal Trade 
Commission, 2009), suggesting value in determining how they affected 
attitudes regarding companies and brands.  
1.2.2 JUSTIFICATION FOR THE PRODUCT CATEGORY 
The product category of digital technology products, or consumer electronics (CE), 
was selected as the most appropriate type of product to reflect consumers’ attitudes 
and behaviours in regards to product reviews and ratings.  While CE are hardware 
required for the use of information and communication technologies, the term digital 
technology products better describes an array of hardware and software. Throughout 
the thesis these two terms are used interchangeably, although there is a difference in 
product type. While consumer electronics refers only to devices, the use of digital 
technology products indicates the use of hardware, software and applications that are 
offered to consumers as services or products. 
The choice of  digital technology products (DTP) is based on a marketing theory that 
categorises purchases to be of low-involvement and high-involvement in regards to 
the information searching activities of consumers (Zaichowsky, 1985; Mittal and 
Lee, 1989; Goldsmith and Emmert, 1991; Lockshin et al., 1997). Digital technology 
products are considered to be a high-involvement type of product, where search 
strategies last longer and are more comprehensive than for impulse purchases (Day 
 Chapter 1: Introduction 11 
and Ash, 1978). Consumer behaviour patterns are very visible in this product 
category (Zaichowsky, 1986; Lockshin et al., 1997), revealing current shopping 
styles and trends, while also being applicable to other high-involvement categories 
that adopt these new practices at slower rates. Prices for CE range from affordable to 
very expensive, and therefore some assurance is required that the purchase has value 
for money. Everyday use of DTP makes them necessary for functioning in the digital 
environment (Aoki and Downes, 2003; Yang, 2005). The life-cycle of these products 
is short, so upgrades to improve technical capabilities or switching to new 
technological platforms is often the reason for the purchase (Rijnsoever et al., 2009). 
Lastly, and perhaps the most important factor for choosing this product category, is 
that the consumer electronics industry uses innovative and intensive marketing 
practices in both traditional and social media to reach its consumer base.   
1.2.3 PARENT DISCIPLINES AND RESEARCH METHOD 
The theoretical background for the research is based on media and communication, 
and marketing studies. Media and communication theory about opinion leaders, and 
the Two-Step Flow model by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955), explains the impact of 
mass media and personal influence within social groups. This theory was relevant for 
traditional media, but has had little application within the social media context. 
Social media, as an emerging marketing communication channel, offers a variety of 
websites and tools that allow interactivity between consumers, something that mass 
media greatly lacks. 
Marketing provides a framework for this research through its theoretical outline of 
WOM practices (Arndt, 1967; Herr et al., 1991; Bone, 1995; Anderson, 1998; Allsop 
et al., 2007). Word of mouth or personal recommendations is an online social 
phenomenon that has found fertile ground on social media websites that allow 
interactions and exchange of opinions between consumers (Dellarocas, 2003; 
Henning-Thurau et al., 2004; Steffes and Burgee, 2009). The changes imposed by the 
rise of social media have altered consumer behaviour, by expanding the reach of 
WOM beyond face-to-face interactions, impacting the ways how we shop, search for 
information about products, or make decisions about purchases (Friedman et al., 
2007; Jansen et al., 2009). These changes require comprehensive research into 
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electronic WOM marketing, including its impact and implications on the advertising 
and marketing industries.    
This is an interpretivist study using a mixed methods approach (Tashakkori and 
Teddlie, 1998), and has combined a qualitative technique of in-depth interviewing 
and a quantitative method of data collection using a structured questionnaire. The 
qualitative phase was used to pilot questions and test research concepts. These were 
then explored on a larger scale in the quantitative study which aimed to measure 
these aspects of consumer behaviour. Because social media has introduced new 
channels for communication processes, has altered information searching styles of 
some consumers, and consequently also altered their purchasing behaviour, it was 
valuable to gain an understanding and impact of those changes.  
1.2.4 DEFINITION OF TERMS 
Social web applications played a sustaining role in the development of consumer 
review sites, crowdsourcing communities, recommender systems and social networks 
that were supported by reputation systems (Dellarocas, 2003). Reputation systems, 
according to Dellarocas (2011, p.4), allow users to access a reputation that is 
developed within the context of a specific community or, in this thesis, a specific 
type of website. The numerous forms of products reviews are primarily differentiated 
by their source as either marketer developed or consumer developed (Bailey, 2005). 
Both marketer and consumer created product evaluations come in different forms and 
formats. They usually appear in different websites or web pages, but in some cases 
may be placed alongside each other for an easier evaluation. In this thesis, in order to 
make a clear distinction between types of content, two basic classifications were 
used: product evaluations (reviews and ratings) and product recommendations. The 
following definitions of content types were used. 
Product reviews offer detailed comments, descriptions or statements about products 
and services written by fellow consumers. This type of content is usually of a longer 
format, providing comprehensive analysis. Product reviews also come as experts 
reviews, in which case there are considered as professional or edited content.  
Ratings of products and services are a user’s assessment of value, usually defined by 
numbers (or stars) or by affirmative (thumbs up) or negative (thumbs down) 
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evaluations. This is the shortest form of product evaluations and is presented in 
figures as a cumulative value. 
User recommendations are brief customer testimonials about their experience with 
products or services. They usually provide personalised views free of in-depth 
analysis. 
Automated recommendations are provided by retail websites and are based on 
previous inquiries or purchasing patterns of consumers. These recommendations are 
not product evaluations, but may be linked to, or offer, product reviews (professional 
or user created). This category is not a type of user created content.  
Other definitions and terms used in this thesis are listed in the Definitions and Terms 
section at the beginning of the thesis.   
1.2.5 WEBSITE TYPES 
Website formats on the Internet are constantly evolving, this thesis uses a broad 
definition of types developed by Romm and Oliver (2009, p.3):  
- Informational websites. These websites provide free information about 
companies, services and products while their main revenue stream comes 
from selling advertising space conveniently located next to the free content 
on the web page.  
- Transactional websites. These sites provide automated financial transaction 
services, at the same time profiting from cuts in overhead costs within the 
organisation.  
However the above division of websites by Romm and Oliver is oversimplified, and, 
for the purpose of this thesis, requires further extension. In addition to informational 
and transactional websites some may provide product reviews and ratings and will be 
defined by their function:   
 Corporate websites: manufacturers (e.g., Apple, Sony, Dell, HP) 
 Retailers: traditional stores and online sales (e.g., Dick Smith, Harvey 
Norman) 
 E-commerce websites: online presence only (e.g., Amazon, Taobao, eBay) 
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 Expert review websites: web publication, online magazines (e.g., Wired, Ars 
Technica, Computerworld)  
 Technology blogs (e.g., Gizmodo, Engadget, Mashable, Techcrunch) 
 Consumer reviews (e.g., Epinions, Consumerreview, Powerreviews) 
 Online forums and Q&A communities (e.g., Whirlpool, Ozoverclockers, 
Yahoo!Answers, Ask.com) 
 Social networking websites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, Orbit)   
This thesis will investigate the importance of consumer reviews and ratings within 
this ecology of websites (for the full description of social media websites see 
Appendix II) that correlate to the search practices of consumers when looking for 
information about DTP.  
1.2.6 PURCHASING DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
While purchasing a product, every consumer goes through several stages of decision 
making process (Einhorn and Hogart, 1981; Engel et al., 1986; Huber, 1980; 
Humphreys and Berkley, 1983; Carroll and Johnson, 1990). This thesis utilises a five 
stage model: recognition of a physical need, or a desire to own a product (Payne et 
al., 1978;); information search about the availability, price, warranty, technical 
features, etc (Bettman, 1979; Bettman et al., 1998); evaluation of alternatives 
through comparison of brands, models or product attributes; purchase decision to 
finalise the financial transaction (Johnson and Payne, 1985); post-purchase 
behaviour in which the evaluation of the purchase results in satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with product’s performance (Green and Wind, 1975; Nisbett and 
Wilson, 1977). All five stages are not necessarily present in every purchase. 
Consumers tend to express different levels of participation in the purchasing process: 
low-involvement (Leavitt et al., 1981) is customarily associated with impulse 
purchases and high-involvement with expensive products, such as consumer durables, 
or costly services (Day and Ash, 1979; Oliver and Bearden, 1983; Barber and 
Venkatraman, 1986). 
In a high-involvement purchase a person usually dedicates longer time to the 
information search process. The phase includes an internal search, or search of 
previous experiences stored in the consumer’s memory (Celsi and Olson, 1988), and 
an external search using a variety of sources (Lehto, 1997). These sources may be 
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personal, commercial, or public. Personal sources are friends, family or members of 
a social circle. Commercial sources provide information from manufacturers, 
retailers, service providers and marketers, and include advertising and promotional 
campaigns, information from brochures/labels/packaging, in-store information or 
information and suggestions from sales assistants. Public sources are organisations or 
individuals that provide advice for consumers: prominent professionals, government 
agencies, non-government organisations, consumer-advocacy groups. While 
commercial sources have an informative role, personal and public sources provide 
legitimacy for the consumer’s decision.  
 
FIGURE 1 THE CONSUMER DECISION – MAKING PROCESS 
(SOURCE: DESIGNED FOR THIS THESIS, BASED ON CARROL AND JOHNSON, 1990)  
In this thesis the focus is on the second stage of this process – information search. 
Figure 1 illustrates the purchasing decision-making model and the use of information 
sources in the second phase of the process.  
1.3 RESEARCH PROBLEM  
The proliferation of websites that provide user created product reviews and ratings 
(PRR) has produced an alternative authority to that of corporate websites. These sites 
are used by consumers during the info-search phase in consumer electronics product 
market. Supposedly their position regarding the quality of products, brand values, 
advertising campaigns and personal experience with products and competitors’ 
products is unbiased. These websites play a significant role in decisions made by 
consumers in CE product market. Consumer electronics, or digital technology 
products, have a high market penetration, are used in everyday situations, provide 
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access to online content, and are being purchased more frequently than other types of 
durable product. Consumers of this product category may therefore offer useful 
insight into the influence of PRR on consumers’ purchasing behaviour to conduct a 
mixed method study.  
1.3.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
For the purposes of this study the following research questions were developed. 
Research question 1 
How, and at what point of the info-search phase, do consumers utilise user 
created content in the form of product reviews and ratings as information 
sources?  
Research question 2 
What are consumers’ attitudes toward user created product reviews and 
ratings? 
Research question 3 
How reliable are social media information sources perceived to be by 
consumers who use them? 
Research question 4 
What are the motivations and drivers for, and the barriers to, consumer 
participation in posting product reviews and ratings? 
1.3.2 STUDY TYPE AND DESIGN 
This thesis is an interpretative phenomenological analysis using a mixed method 
approach to study consumers’ attitudes and behaviour. The study presents the 
findings of in-depth interviews and an online survey with buyers of CE. The next 
section will outline the thesis chapters.  
1.4 THESIS OUTLINE 
This chapter introduced the background and justification for the research. The next 
chapter will present an overview of the academic literature and current research in 
regards to the research topic. Chapter 3 will present the research methodology and 
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will explain the study design and research methods. Chapter 4 will present the 
findings of the qualitative study, and Chapter 5 will deliver the results of the 
quantitative research. Chapter 6 will discuss the findings of both studies in regards to 
literature review and research questions. Chapter 7 will present the conclusions 
drawn from the study findings, give the limitations to the study and suggest further 
research.  References and appendices are at the end of the thesis. 
The following graphically shows the outline of the thesis. 
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter will present an overview of the academic literature, market research 
reports, and industry statistics in relation to word of mouth, information search, 
consumer electronics industry and product reviews and ratings. 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION TO WORD OF MOUTH LITERATURE  
The literature defines word of mouth phenomena as “interpersonal communications 
in which none of the participants are marketing sources” (Bone, 1995, p.213) and 
“informal communication between private parties concerning evaluations of goods 
and services” (Anderson, 1998, p.6). This thesis describes word of mouth as: 
informal information exchange about products or services between consumers. Word 
of mouth (WOM) can be characterised as traditional when occurring in face-to-face 
communication, or electronic when exchanged (posted and read) online.  
The body of literature began exploring traditional WOM (Arntd, 1967; Engel et al., 
1969; Richins, 1983; Brown and Reingen, 1987; Herr et al., 1991; Bone, 1995; 
Ellison and Fudenberg, 1995; Anderson, 1998;) in the context of face-to-face 
communication and in the setting of the traditional media, to be later diversified to 
other communication channels. On the Internet the electronic form of WOM 
epitomises the same consumer behaviour phenomenon, in this case delivered via 
online media communication platforms (Rosen, 2000; Dellarocas, 2003; Vogt and 
Kaplanidou, 2003; Hennig-Thurau and Walsh, 2003; Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; 
Cheung et al., 2007; Steffes and Burgees, 2008; Sen, 2008; Kozinets et al., 2010; 
Chen et al., 2011). Word of mouth as a concept of consumer referrals, 
recommendations and reviews has been explored in the marketing literature 
(Mangold et al., 1999; Orr and Bush, 2007; Collins and Lewinson, 2007; O’Leary 
and Sheehan, 2008; Litvin et al., 2008; Steffes and Burgees, 2009; Dwayer, 2007; 
East and Lomax, 2010; Liu et al., 2010;) and by industry (Keller Fay Group, 2009; 
McKinsey, 2010). Both research streams have recognised the power of this type of 
consumer created product endorsements on consumers’ shopping choices. 
The electronic version of word of mouth, also known as ‘word of mouse’, ‘buzz 
marketing’ or ‘customer articulations’, is regarded as type of social media 
communication (Dellarocas, 2003; Rosen, 2000; Vogt and Kaplanidou, 2003; 
Hennig-Thurau, and Walsh, 2003). This type of information exchange among 
consumers is a common practice on the Web, and is often seen in forms of consumer 
reviews (Bailey, 2005; Liu, 2006). Chen et al. (2011, p.85) advocate that social 
media provide “an unparalleled platform for consumers to publicize their personal 
evaluations of purchased products and thus facilitate word-of-mouth 
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communication”. Their research about consumer reviews and posting behaviour 
discovered that good product quality prompts the creation of positive word of mouth, 
hence reducing the cost of promotion and advertising through enhanced brand or 
product awareness.  
Similarly the relationship between customers’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction and word 
of mouth was established in previous studies (Richins, 1983; Yi, 1991; Anderson, 
1998; Bailey, 2004). For example, Anderson (1998) claimed that “extremely 
dissatisfied customers engage in greater word of mouth than high-satisfaction 
customers” (p.15) and proposed an asymmetric U-shape model which explains the 
customer satisfaction and WOM relationship. The display of satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction is specific for those products whose quality is difficult to assess or 
requires extensive research in order to establish its quality; such as in the case of 
electronic goods that are utilised as the product category for this study.  
Duncan and Moriarty (1998) explain that marketing and communication theories 
have common and corresponding theoretical roots that enrich both disciplines. They 
argue that communication, “the human activity that links people together and creates 
relationships” (p.2), is one of the factors that drives ‘brand value’ and assists in 
creating ‘brand relationships’. They dispute previously suggested marketing principle 
of Waterschoot and Van den Bulte (1992) which defines ‘persuasion’ as the 
integrative function of marketing. Instead Duncan and Moriarty claim that it is 
communication or ‘interactive relationships’ with customers that lead to higher 
retention rates, and brand loyalty rather than persuasion of marketing messages that 
have a short term influence on transactions. Their communication-based model of 
relationship marketing suggests that every action a company undertakes, or not, will 
have an impact on their relationships with customers. They place a great emphasis on 
exchange of information as a communication element claiming that “a person cannot 
exchange money for goods without some communication about what is being offered 
and what is being asked in return” (p.4). Similarly user generated content informs 
consumers about products and trade conditions, beyond information displayed in 
marketing generated content, and assists consumers in making informed purchasing 
decisions.  
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2.1.1 WOM AND COMMUNICATION  
Traditional marketing relies on outmoded models of message dispersion, where 
broadcasted messages are transmitted without immediate feedback or an evaluation 
of its success (Zinkhan et al., 1996). The traditional communication model 
(Shannon-Weaver model in Shannon, 1948; Lasswell, 1948, Schramm, 1948) 
explains the communication process from a source that encodes the message and 
sends it via a medium, transmission of a signal noise that affects the original 
message, to a receiver where the message is decoded. Duncan and Moriatry (1998) 
suggest that a similar process is taking place in marketing communication, proposing 
the connection between communication and marketing theories (Figure 2). They 
argued that ‘feedback’ is a vital function of any communication, allowing a sender to 
learn about a receiver’s response.  
 
FIGURE 2 THE COMMUNICATION BASED MARKETING MODEL  
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM DUNCAN AND MORIARTY, 1998) 
The models of communication have been evolving through time along with available 
technologies, those most relevant to this thesis are briefly described here. Shannon-
Weaver’s model that suggested a noise may affect the messages’ quality and distort 
its meaning (Shannon, 1948). Schramm (1948, 1971) proposed that for the message 
to be clearly understood a message’s sender and receiver must have a common ‘field 
of experience’ or a ‘common language’. Deetz’s (1992) model of corporate 
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communication which describes communication through participation, explaining 
that “access to the various systems and structures of communication” is not provided 
to every individual to “articulate their own needs and desires within them”, and 
effectiveness “how meaning is transferred and how control through communication 
is accomplished” (p.94). Mantovani’s (1996) contemporary model that suggests a 
dialog has a mediating role where communication is not ‘happening to recipients’ - it 
is ‘shared’ with them. Rodgers and Thorson’s Interactive Advertising Model (2000), 
where communication process continues beyond the conveyance of a message, and 
which explores processing of received information, suggesting that on the Internet 
the control has switched from advertisers to consumers.  
While the described models depict communication processes in ‘one-to-one’ or ‘one-
to-many’ transmitting modes, they do not relate to a contemporary model of social 
media communication. Social media provides a different type of environment, with 
multiple sources that are enabled to receive and transmit messages at the same time 
(Figure 3). 
 
 
FIGURE 3 SOCIAL MEDIA COMMUNICATION ENVIRONMENT  
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
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The market place has become crowded by marketing generated messages, and 
accessibility to the Internet for consumers has increased the possibility of being 
distracted (Hopkins et al., 2004; Plummer, 2007). The social media environment has 
delivered a new communication model where messages come to consumers from 
many information sources, and eventually may be delivered to numerous receivers, 
whose number is multiplied with every re-post or link to the original content. This 
paradigm has changed the way consumers search for and disperse information, 
allowing them access to online ‘repositories’ of tacit knowledge that consumers are 
willing to create and share. The concept of electronic WOM creation, dissemination, 
usage and influence is the focus of this research.  
2.1.2 WOM AS PRODUCT REVIEWS 
Park and Kim suggest (2008, p.399) that “word of mouth provides product 
information from the user perspective”, whereas Fang et al. (2011) indicate that the 
effects of WOM varies in regards to product types, with WOM for services being 
more influential and circulated than for merchandise. Similarly, they discovered that 
products’ service attributes were more susceptible to the effects of word of mouth 
than their physical traits. These findings suggest that the physical attributes of goods 
may be well presented in the marketing generated content offered through 
commercial information sources, but intangible facets are not so well explained and 
so rely strongly on WOM information from fellow consumers. From the consumer 
perspective, WOM carries information that is not available in promotional materials 
and represents a significant information source for consumers. 
2.1.3 INFLUENCE OF WOM 
By studying online movie rating communities Dellarocas and Narayan (2006) found 
that drivers for discussing and rating films online were extreme (dis)satisfaction, 
controversy, advertising and product exclusivity. While measuring word of mouth 
and the dynamics of online conversations in news groups, Godes and Mayzlin (2004) 
discovered a correlation between offline and online spheres stimulated by WOM. 
They revealed that consumers’ decisions are based on information found online, 
while online conversations triggered offline discussions.  
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An abundance of information published online can disorient consumers in regards to 
where to look for product evaluations, and which information sources to rely upon. 
Davenport and Beck (2001), in their book The Attention Economy, present the case 
that a modern daily newspaper contains more factual information than was available, 
from all sources, to a reader in the fifteenth century. This suggests that for modern 
consumers it may be difficult to consume such quantities of published information, at 
the same time struggling to select relevant content that provides answers to their 
queries, and this may affect their attentiveness to information. Walsh and Mitchell 
(2008), in their study about consumers’ proneness to get confused by marketplace 
information, explained that this is mainly due to information similarity, overload and 
ambiguity. With an abundance of information sources, WOM is becoming even more 
crucial as it reduces search time. It indicates how other customers perceive the 
attributes of products and gives a reference point for comparing several options. 
Consumers seek product related information both online and offline, but the 
availability and ease of access to online product reviews make this type of online 
content an ideal starting point. Hence, possibly influencing their opinion at the very 
beginning of the info-search process. 
2.1.4 NEGATIVE WOM 
There is a body of research that evaluates the effects of negative WOM (Richins, 
1983; Herr et al., 1991; Anderson, 1998; Chatterjee, 2001; Lau and Ng, 2001; 
Laszniak et al., 2001; Ward and Ostrom, 2002; Bailey, 2004; Sen and Lerman, 2007; 
Jiang et al., 2010; Au et al., 2010) suggesting that it has a strong influence on 
consumers. Richins (1983) discovered that consumers’ dissatisfaction with a 
purchase can be mediated if a retailer allows it to be expressed and responds to them. 
Even if the case is not settled to consumer’s satisfaction there is a chance that 
consumers will repurchase the product. If complaints are not facilitated by a retailer, 
this prompts consumers to spread WOM and reduces possibilities of repurchase. 
Correspondingly, Patterson (1993) found that product performance has a stronger 
influence on customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction than customers’ expectations in 
regards to product performance. Anderson (1998, p.15) explored the correlation 
between customer satisfaction and face-to-face WOM in the United States and 
Sweden, discovering that dissatisfied customers engage more extensively and 
“deliver with greater force” negative communication. However the statistical 
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analysis suggested that difference between satisfied and dissatisfied customers’ 
engagement in WOM was not significant. Herr et al. (1991) learnt that negative 
information about products was perceived by consumers as highly diagnostic and, 
consequently, its impact on judgment was stronger. In a study about consumer’s trust 
and the perception of helpfulness of online consumer reviews Sen (2008) discovered 
that a reviewer’s reputation, experience and knowledge were important 
characteristics of persuasion. When those features were missing, they were replaced 
with evaluations of the argument type and review length. Sen’s study additionally 
found that consumers perceived positive electronic WOM to be more helpful than 
negative reviews. Shi and Wang (2008) revealed three key factors – perceived 
usefulness, trustworthiness and personalisation – in determining the effectiveness of 
online recommendations such as consumer reviews, personal recommendations and 
best sellers.  
Those findings point to great differences in the persuasive power of WOM, 
indicating that negative WOM may carry more importance for consumers then 
positive recommendations. The literature gap occurs when it comes to comparison of 
negative and positive WOM disseminated online or through personal testimonials 
delivered face-to-face, and to what extent dissatisfaction drives consumers’ online 
participation – the posting of online reviews.  
2.1.5 CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT VIA WOM  
Exploring consumer involvement in electronic WOM opinion platforms, Hennig-
Thurau and Walsh (2003) discovered that better and faster purchasing decision-
making was the reason for reading consumer articulations about products posted 
online. The motives for visiting consumer opinion platforms were (p.63):  
 obtaining buying-related information,  
 social orientation through information,  
 community membership, 
 remuneration,  
 to learn to consume a product.   
Their following study (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p.49) revealed that consumers are 
motivated to participate in the exchange of electronic word of mouth because of:  
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 a desire for social interaction, 
 economic incentives, 
 concerns for other consumers, 
 an enhancement of self-worth. 
Based on the WOM behaviour they defined four unique categories within their 
sample. All four types showed concerns for other customers as a motivation for 
exchanging WOM information, but further variations occurred in other aspects of the 
consumer dynamic. The first group was named ‘self-interested helpers’ because of 
their preference for economic incentives as a strong motive. The second group was 
called ‘multiple-motive consumers’, who were stirred equally by all four motives. 
For the third group a primary motive was the concern for others, so were accordingly 
named ‘consumer advocates’. The last segment was referred to as ‘true altruists’, and 
their participation was strongly driven by a desire to help others, both customers and 
companies. True altruists and consumer advocates were the least active in regards to 
the number of contributions made to opinion platforms and in visiting them.  
These studies were conducted at the time when consumer opinion platforms and 
online forums were the preferred destination for social interactions with fellow 
consumers. However, in the constantly changing landscape of social media websites, 
the proliferation of commercial product reviewing sites and the popularity of social 
networking sites, these findings seem out-dated. New research within the area of 
electronic WOM is needed to update our understanding of what continues to drive 
consumers to post online product reviews.  
2.1.6 TRUST AND REPUTATION IN WOM EXCHANGE 
Everyday purchasing choices are greatly influenced by firsthand experience or 
reliable advice from others (Massum et al, 2011). Trust is necessary for any type of 
social interaction when a level of unknown is present (Grabner-Kräuter and Kalusha, 
2008; Eisenegger, 2009). Internet based communication and trust was a widely 
explored topic in the context of social interactions between people and organisations 
(Whitty and Joinson, 2008); online content and the three aspects of trust, value, 
reason and moral dimension (Carusi, 2011); and trust and truthfulness (Myskja, 
2011). Bond and Forgas (1984) argued that “the act of trust may differ from culture 
to culture” (p.348), while behavioural intentions derive from personal perceptions of 
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someone’s trustworthiness. Fukuyama (1995) argues that trust becomes a part of a 
society’s social capital, which is created and transmitted through cultural 
mechanisms: religion, tradition or historical habits. He argues that “trust is the 
expectation that arises within a community of regular, honest, and cooperative 
behaviour, based on commonly shared norms, on the part of other members of that 
community” (p.26). Dreyfus (2009) explains that in cyberspace the component of 
trust is largely missing, due to impersonal contact. If trust is missing from a social 
interaction, it may lead to scepticism or distrust. People will search for and evaluate 
the information, while questioning the source. Similarly consumers may assume that 
online WOM recommendations may be truthful only to an extent, but still accept 
them as somewhat helpful, in which case we are talking about reliability. Because 
trust is a philosophical concept, in this study we explore the perception of 
‘reliability’, which better fits the notion of WOM information exchange. Online the 
lack of ‘social clues’, that help determine if someone’s post if ‘truthful’ or 
‘deceiving’, suggests that the issue of trust or perception of reliability in the context 
of product reviews should be explored at the deeper level. 
Levine (2003) observed that marketing professionals (also known as professional 
persuaders) invented subtle ways to “disguise their message as word of mouth from 
your peers” (p.5). If discovered, these types of corporate stealth actions may be one 
of the reasons for reducing trust between corporations and consumers (Levine et al., 
2009). Carl (2008) suggested that in organised word-of-mouth marketing programs 
when an affiliation to a corporation is disclosed this act would not necessarily 
undermine the trustworthiness of the WOM agent. Although these results sound 
promising, especially for marketing professionals involved in Buzz marketing, it is 
important to mention that the respondents of that study had an ongoing and long 
lasting (on average a six year long) relationship with WOM agents. The years of 
conversations included both brand-related and non-brand-related topics. It was 
crucial that the WOM agents already had an established relationship with the 
recipient of the WOM, or the developed strong tie that supported the credibility of 
the agent. 
Influencer marketing is defined by the Word of Mouth Marketing Association 
(WOMMA, 2006) as the process of identifying key communities and opinion leaders 
and engaging them to talk about products and services. Companies value this type of 
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influence as it stems from their customer base; consumers appreciate advice and 
assistance especially when considering a purchase provided that it is a legitimate and 
not remunerated activity. The component of trust is needed in both business-to-
consumer and consumer-to-consumer information exchange, as both parties may 
influence shoppers via WOM with more or less success, as it will be researched here.   
Although information about products is increasingly available the issue of reliability 
and reputation of sources that provide information is important (Massum et al, 2011; 
Massa, 2011). Dellarocas (2011, p.4) suggests that “the concept of reputation is most 
often associated with the notion of trust”, in order to develop trust it is necessary to 
create reputable systems where users are able to build on their previous actions 
“within the context of a specific community”. He proposes that for building trust the 
behaviour of users is crucial, and that the reputation of users is only valid within a 
single community or Web system. Eisenegger (2009) describes three different types 
of reputation: functional, based on previous achievements and goals, social; whether 
an entity acts according to expected social norms; and expressive, based on a 
subjective perception of personal traits. Further, Massa (2011) explains that trust is 
differently defined by systems and that ‘trust context’ rests on “the characteristic of 
the target user that is evaluated by the user who emits the trust statement” (p.153). 
Undeniably, consumers face difficulties when deciding to use, adopt and rely on a 
stranger’s opinion during the purchasing decision-making process. It is important to 
understand how consumers deal with this issue and how reliable they perceive 
electronic WOM from virtual stranger to be, and this will be examined in this study.  
2.2 SOCIAL TIES AND WOM 
Steffes and Burgee (2008) support the idea that some online environments foster 
interaction between users even though there are no previously created social ties: 
…many online communities and forums allow online consumers to form 
relationships between users over time, fundamentally strengthening the 
previously non-existing tie and allowing for personally identifiable 
recommendations.  (p.56) 
In their study about electronic WOM and social ties, studying interactions of 
university students in an online forum, they discovered that weak ties were trusted 
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information sources. Though there was an obvious absence of ties among users of the 
forum, electronic WOM was found to have the same relevance and impact as face-to-
face communication. Although these findings suggest that non-existing social 
relationships may produce a similar exchange of WOM that is fairly influential, this 
study tested only one source of WOM.  
Within the context of social ties the exchange of WOM through online and offline 
environments becomes a more complex issue. Granovetter (1973) suggests that 
social connections act as bridges in the diffusion of information. He depicts ties 
between close friends as strong ties, and links between acquaintances as weak ties. 
He suggests that links between groups, or weak ties, have a significant role as they 
can facilitate the exchange of information between networks. While Granovetter’s 
theory is based on face-to-face communication, we witness obvious changes in 
regards to online communication where social ties are lacking. Online WOM is 
posted, searched for and used, whether or not social ties exist. For example, there are 
hardly any social ties between consumers on commercial product reviewing sites. 
Online forums may foster the creation of social ties between vigilant participants, 
while occasional visitors do not have any intention to engage in the creation of ties. 
Social networking sites on the other hand are based on existing social ties, but those 
websites were not created with product evaluations in mind. The complexity of the 
evolving social media landscape emphasises the importance of the research in the 
area of online social ties and the exchange of WOM. In cases where information 
about an identical topic comes from different sources or social connections, the 
perception of those sources and the influence of WOM will be significantly different, 
and this thesis is set to explore that subject. 
2.2.1 SOCIAL GROOMING AND NETWORKING 
According to Dunbar et al. (2007), the process of ‘social grooming’ is very important 
for creating a bond among individuals within a group. This process of ‘social 
bonding’ accounts for 20 per cent of our daily activities. Evans (2008) refers to a 
global figure of 3.5 billion conversations taking place daily. According to a Keller 
Fay Group report (2009) 76 per cent of these conversations are conducted face-to-
face, 17 per cent are phone conversations, and seven per cent are online 
communication, with three per cent dedicated to e-mails, three per cent to SMS and 
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one per cent to blogs or chat. Social media fosters online conversations and delivers 
new forms of social grooming such as online chats, discussion in online forums, 
replies to posts and similar. Brown et al., (2007) delivered results that indicate 
significant theoretical distinctions between the online and offline: strength of ties, 
homophily and source credibility. They discovered that consumers perceived the 
credibility of online WOM in relation to the source (the website) as well as the 
individual contributor. Online networking, a type of social grooming, was becoming 
an increasingly popular activity (Brown et al., 2007) and essential for creating close 
affiliations within communities (Gladwell, 2000). 
At the beginning of this research in 2009 social networking sites were places where 
people interacted and socially groomed. With the increased use of social media 
technologies online networking was on the rise (Schrier, 2010), especially on 
websites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Chinese Kaixin (social networking) and 
Weibo (micro-blogging). At the end of this research in 2013, social networking sites 
became important commercial spaces for promoting brands, while allowing 
businesses to interact with consumers. This study witnessed the emergence of social 
networking as a widespread online activity. At that point in time, while online social 
networking was becoming increasingly popular, there was a gap in literature that 
required further investigation about online social networks as new platforms for 
exchange of electronic WOM. 
2.2.2 PARTICIPATION IN UCC 
While researching online communities and social networks, Jakob Nielsen (2006) 
came to the conclusion that participants don’t equally contribute in terms of content 
creation or activities. He proposed the rule of ‘90-9-1’ or ‘participation inequality’, 
explaining that 90 per cent of users are passive observers or ‘lurkers’, while 9 per 
cent contribute occasionally and to a very limited extent, and a mere 1 per cent are 
very active and account for 90 per cent of the content. Blogs, according to Nielsen, 
have an even lower ratio of 95-5-0.1; Amazon.com has less that 1 per cent active 
contributors and Wikipedia’s contribution rate is 99.8-0.2-0.003.  
The Opinion Research Corporation (Jones, 2009) reported somewhat different 
findings in their survey of 1,004 respondents in the USA. Their results show that 28 
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per cent posted feedback online. Despite the limited sample size, this research still 
suggests that a minority of Internet users actively post, whilst the majority are 
passive readers. However, the impact of the active minority is massive, the same 
survey reveals, as 84 per cent of respondents verify that their decision “Whether to 
purchase” is supported by “Online customer evaluations”. Pulizzi and Barrett (2009, 
p.9) explain that Internet-savvy consumers are not surfing the web expecting to 
collect a persuasive marketing message; they are searching for “content that will 
make them smarter and more knowledgeable”. While there is an obvious market 
need for user created product reviews, the issue whether consumers participate in 
electronic WOM and to what extent will be tested here. 
2.2.3 OTHER WORD OF MOUTH STUDIES  
Research has been conducted on the influence of WOM during the purchasing 
decision-making process for products and services (Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Godes 
and Mayzlin, 2004; Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006; Litvin et al., 2008; Quinton and 
Harridge-March, 2010; Papathanassis and Knolle, 2011); on WOM as product 
reviews on retailing websites (Mayzlin, 2003; Yang and Peterson, 2003; Sen and 
Lerman, 2007) or social processes in WOM exchange (Hogan et al., 2004; Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2004; Brown et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2011).  
The proliferation of social media websites has led to new forms of WOM exchange 
and revealed new possibilities for researchers. The word of mouth phenomenon has 
been extensively explored for its frequency, context, impact, content and delivery 
(Davis and Khazanchi, 2008; Liu, 2006; Basuroy et al., 2003; Bailey, 2005; Allsop et 
al., 2007). However there is an evident lack of research in the area of word of mouth 
perception and reliability among consumers in the social media milieu.  
Despite the extensive literature on WOM there is also a noticeable gap in regards to 
online consumer behaviour when searching for electronic WOM on retailing 
websites; WOM validity as information source when researching products, motives 
for posting (or not) product reviews, influence and impact of electronic WOM when 
coming from virtual strangers, and significance of social ties in WOM exchanges. A 
selection of relevant research studies that explore WOM and electronic WOM within 
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the context of information exchange among consumers about products and services is 
presented in Appendix III.  
2.3 WOM MARKETING  
The increase in the number of communication channels means that the number of 
transmitted advertising messages has also increased. It is becoming progressively 
more difficult to reach the targeted audience as “consumers are becoming, in 
essence, ‘desensitized’ to advertising messages” (Orr and Bush, 2007, p. 230). In 
1986, Wright proposed a theory, ‘Schemers Schema’, suggesting that consumers, 
once aware of marketers’ intentions or schemes, may intentionally do the opposite 
(cited in Orr and Bush, 2007). Hence, consumers do not necessarily ‘process an 
advertisement’ as originally intended by marketers, causing diminishing returns on 
investment for the traditional advertising model.  
The body of literature suggests that WOM is more effective than traditional 
advertising (Mazzarol et al., 2006; Davis and Khazanchi, 2008; Chevalier and 
Mayzlin, 2006).  This type of interpersonal communication has high credibility as a 
channel through which a person may receive information (Godes and Mayzlin, 
2004).  Word of mouth, as the exchange of customer know-how, impacts on the 
perception of product value; however, it does not influence the repurchase of 
products (Gruen et al., 2006). That contradicts Richens (1983) conclusions that 
suggest consumers’ repurchasing intentions are dependable on retailers’ previous 
dealings with complaints that may lead to a higher dispersion rate of WOM.  
Duan et al. (2008) researched the effect of electronic WOM on movie sales, 
discovering that higher ratings did not lead to better sales, although the number of 
website posts directly influenced them. This is explained as the consequence of 
awareness, where a high number of posts induced a higher awareness of the movie 
title. Similarly, Uncles et al. (2010) recognised the connection between positive word 
of mouth and brands, discovering that brands with a larger market share generated 
more positive WOM. However, it is difficult to establish if WOM only yields 
enhanced brand awareness, such is the case with these two studies, or it also leads to 
higher purchasing intentions among consumers. That will be further explored in this 
study. 
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Collins and Lewison (2007) propose that “peer-to-peer promotions are becoming a 
pillar of multi-channel efforts to reach each market niche and individual consumer” 
(p.149). The most efficient way to disseminate marketing messages is to pass them 
on to members of “preexisting social groups and networks” (ibid). Additionally, 
Kambe et al. (2007) indicate the importance of word of mouth in online 
communities, since it has turned “interpersonal communication among acquaintances 
to online communication to general public” (p.3).   
O’Leary and Sheehan (2008) point out that WOM in customer communities is 
initiated by an individual (customer) who starts the information flow (conversation), 
spreads the information to others (community) and creates a positive effect on the 
business (commitment).  
 
FIGURE 4 THE IMPLICATIONS OF WOM IN CUSTOMER COMMUNITIES  
(SOURCE: DESIGNED FOR THIS THESIS AND ADAPTED FROM O’LEARY AND SHEEHAN, 2008) 
Furthermore, they explain the benefits of WOM. A positive WOM “will increase and 
reinforce customer loyalty” – a positive comment will attract a new customer while 
also strengthening feelings of a positive experience with the initial customer, thus 
creating a commitment to repeat a purchase (p.3). Circulation of positive WOM is 
very important for business as it brings back the old and attracts new customers by 
referrals, and it spreads easily in online communities and social networks. The 
effects of this process will be explored in this thesis. 
2.3.1 SOCIAL MEDIA - NEW MARKETING PLATFORM 
At the beginning of this research, social networks (SN) were already extensively 
used by adult Internet users in the US; 35 per cent of them had profiles posted on SN 
, according to Pew & American Life Internet Project (Lenhart, 2009). However, 
marketing professionals were still rather hesitant in using these non-traditional 
communication channels in their business strategies, with limited marketing budgets 
dedicated to social media marketing (Goetzl, 2009). 
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Tancer (2008) states that in 2005, while Web 2.0 content creating and sharing 
practices were emerging, it was causing a problem for content publishing companies:  
The world’s content creators, such as magazine and newspaper publishers, 
television executives, and a host of others, began to wonder if this new 
version of the Internet, which enabled consumers to generate and share any 
form of content, would endanger their own businesses. (p.122) 
Spurgeon (2008) explains that it was the emergence of the concept of consumers’ 
creative participation that induced the changes in “social relations of media 
production, commercial communication and consumer markets” (p.2). She suggests 
that this process led to the emergence of ‘conversational media’, where the creation 
of content was driven by consumers. These consumers were no longer willing to 
comply with the rules of mass media, or to be passive receivers of marketing created 
content and advertising messages. This suggests a new question, whether consumers 
are still behaving the same way when purchasing products as they used to during the 
supremacy of mass media. 
2.3.2 OPINION LEADERS  
Within communities and social networks WOM is disseminated among ‘strong’ 
social ties (Granovetter, 1973) and this process needs to be further explained. In a 
study conducted about the influence of media on the decision-making process of 
voters it was discovered that personal contacts had higher impact on voting 
behaviour than exposure to messages from mass media (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944).  
This was later developed by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) into a social theory – the 
Two-Step Flow model (Figure 5). The Two-Step Flow communication model 
explains that when media transmit information and the message reaches the opinion 
leaders, they pass on this information with their own interpretation of the original 
media content. Hence the term ‘personal influence’ that explicates how opinion 
leaders persuade other people in their immediate surroundings to accept their 
attitudes.  
According to Kavanaugh et al. (2009) opinion leaders spread their influence far 
beyond their initial contacts. The information is passed on “in a growing spiral of 
influence” from the primary contacts to the contacts of their social circles (p.59). 
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Their research also confirms the view that opinion leaders are highly socially 
engaged with frequent face-to-face interaction with friends, in community activities 
or voluntary work, consequently they connect with, and influence, a higher number 
of individuals than an average person. Putnam (2000) differentiates two types of 
social connectors: those that invest a lot of their time and efforts into formal or 
community causes, and the second type, with less organised and purposeful public 
engagements but who actively connect with their close social contacts like friends 
and relatives.  
 
 
FIGURE 5 TWO-STEP FLOW THEORY 
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM KATZ AND LAZARSFELD, 1955, AND EXPANDED BY KAVANAUGH ET AL., 2009) 
 
According to Burt (1999) the Two-Step Flow theory was for years the central theme 
for research about diffusion of new products and influencer marketing. The notion 
that a small number of individuals, capable and willing to influence the opinions of 
others, could undeniably be the Holy Grail of marketing. However, Watts and Dodds 
(2007) proposed a different model that introduces ‘initiators’ and ‘cascades’ instead. 
They propose that influence is driven via large cascades by a critical number of 
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‘easily influenced’ individuals. They also suggest that the influentials hypothesis 
should have received more specific testing, by simulation models, as was the case 
with their study, but they do not deny the importance of influential individuals in the 
markets. 
2.3.3 MARKET MAVENS  
Levin (2003), on the other hand, differentiates between opinion leaders and market 
mavens, or ‘information hubs’ as he depicts them. While an opinion leader is a 
public figure, influential in his or her social network, a market maven is a person 
who is well informed and willing to share information by helping friends or fellow 
associates. Market mavens have a wide circle of acquaintances with which they 
communicate. They are most likely to be asked for advice and they find pleasure in 
spreading information and helping other people (Engel et al., 1969). Price (cited in 
Levin 2003, p. 56) depicts a market maven as someone who “connects people to the 
marketplace and has the inside scoop on the marketplace’.  
Bulter and Butman (2006) explain the role of opinion leaders in marketing by 
claiming that “word of mouth is most effectively distributed by people who have 
expert knowledge and particular influence, or socialize within huge networks” (p.49). 
Clark and Goldsmith (2005) in their study about the psychological profile of market 
mavens describe them as “consumer who are highly involved in the market-place and 
represent an important source of marketplace information to other consumers” 
(p.289). They confirm the strong relationship between opinion leadership and market 
mavenism, explaining that market mavens use products and brands to “distinguish 
themselves from the crowd” (p.306) but act within ‘normative beliefs’ as consumers. 
They conclude that market mavens are generalised opinion leaders. Edison and 
Geissler (2011) found that market mavens were more frequently asked and provided 
information than non-mavens, liked to try new things, and were open minded to 
novel and different styles. Although the literature suggests that market mavens exist 
(Feick and Price, 1987; Eliot and Warfield, 1993; Schneider and Rodgers, 1993; 
Williams and Slama, 1995; Walsh and Mitchell, 2001) and use technology to operate 
in social media spaces (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2003; Dellarocass, 2003; Bailey, 2004; 
Geissler and Edison, 2005; Edison and Geissler, 2011) this concept requires more in-
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depth application in regards to their influence on consumers when they are searching 
online for information about DTP and utilising electronic WOM. 
2.4 INTRODUCTION TO INFORMATION SEARCH 
The Introduction chapter announced that this thesis will focus solely on the 
information searching phase of the buyers’ purchasing decision-making process. 
Shopping practices of consumers, although conducted in a different environment and 
for a different reason, have similar patterns in regards to both information search 
(Carrol and Johnson, 1990; Kuhlthau, 1991; Meho and Tibbo, 2003) and decision 
making (Green, 1975; Einhorn and Hogart, 1981; Humphreys and Berkeley, 1983; 
Carrol and Johnson, 1990). This section explores the theory behind the information 
searching activities that are to a great extent applicable to online info-searching 
practices of consumers. The table with relevant information search studies is 
available in Appendix IV.   
2.4.1 INFORMATION SEARCH 
Models of consumer behaviour propose patterns of information searching process 
within the context of purchasing (Nicosia, 1966; Andreasen, 1965; Howard and 
Sheth, 1969; Engel and Blackwell, 1982; Ajzen, 1985). This thesis explores the 
second stage of the purchasing decision-making process: the information search. 
Information searches can be observed as practices of data collection, learning about 
and analysing the collected materials, and then placing such info-materials within the 
researched agenda. These processes often happen in contexts other than shopping.  
Information searching, information seeking or information retrieval illustrate the 
processes of collecting and examining information pieces in order to become 
informed about the topic, in this thesis: digital technology products. The most 
relevant studies on the information search process examined information retrieval 
processes using library systems (Kuhlthau, 1988, 1991, 1993), information seeking 
behaviour among social scientists (Ellis, 1987, 1989; Meho and Tibbo, 2003), 
external searches (outside stores) of buyers of consumer electronics goods (Duncan 
and Olshavsky, 1982), and the evaluation of the helpfulness of online product 
reviews to e-commerce websites such as Amazon.com (Zhang and Tran, 2011). The 
info-search phase will now be described in more detail. 
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2.4.2 STAGES OF INFO-SEARCH 
Information search processes have three dimensions: the affective (feelings), the 
cognitive (thoughts), and the physical (actions) (Kuhlthau, 1991, p.366). Kuhlthau 
explored information retrieval and the incorporation of results into the user’s 
knowledge, and their estimation of the helpfulness of that process in resolving the 
problem that initiated the search. She offered a model that explains six different 
stages of the information search process (ISP): initiation, selection, exploration, 
formulation, collection and presentation. Kuhlthau’s model depicts feelings, actions 
and tasks that result from this type of activity (Table 1). Although her research was 
conducted in the context of information retrieval in libraries, these processes are 
relevant to any information search type, including online searches. 
TABLE 1 COMPARISON OF TASKS IN INFORMATION SEARCH PROCESS  
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM KUHLTHAU, 1991) 
Stage in ISP Feelings Actions Task Outcome 
Initiation Uncertainty 
Seeking 
Background 
Information 
Recognise 
Information 
Need 
Gather 
Selection Optimism 
Identify General 
Topic 
Gather 
Exploration 
Confusion / 
Frustration / 
Doubt 
Seeking 
Relevant 
Information 
Investigate 
Information on 
General Topic 
Gather / 
Complete 
Formulation Clarity 
Formulate 
Focus 
Gather / 
Complete 
Collection 
Sense of 
Direction / 
Confidence 
Seeking 
Relevant or 
Focused 
Information 
Gather 
Information 
Pertaining to 
Focus 
Complete 
Presentation 
Relief / 
Satisfaction or 
Disappointment 
Complete 
Information 
Search 
Write or 
Present 
  
1. Initiation is described as the awareness of “a lack of knowledge or 
understanding” of a research topic (ibid, p.366). At this stage, thinking about 
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the problem and understanding the task, while recalling prior experience or 
knowledge, takes place. 
2. During the selection stage the topic is identified and the approach to the 
investigation is decided.  
3. The following phase, exploration, investigates information about the topic 
and broadens personal understanding. This phase often yields confusion, 
uncertainty and doubt due to the searcher’s inability to clearly define what 
information is needed. During this phase, searches are often ended due to 
frustration.  
4. At the formulation stage, ideas and perspective emerge from the encountered 
information, and the searcher’s confidence is on the rise.  
5. The collection phase describes the effective and efficient gathering of 
information on a focussed topic. At this stage, the interest in the topic 
increases, as does the researcher’s confidence.  
6. The presentation phase delivers concentrated thoughts and synthesis of the 
collected information on a given topic, and an outline and strategy for the 
presentation of findings emerges. At this phase, a sense of satisfaction will be 
exhibited if the search is successful, or disappointment if it was not.  
This model clearly identifies phases of the info-search process, and to some extent 
explains the behaviour of consumers when exploring digital technology products. 
Some consumers post product evaluations that are solely based on researched content 
– product reviews written by others – not on their personal experience with a 
product. This aspect of consumer behaviour will be explored when answering the 
research question that examines the stage of the purchasing process when the 
evaluations of products are conducted and online reviews are posted. 
Ellise (1987, 1989) presents a different information search model. His model of 
search behaviour similarly has six phases: starting, chaining, browsing, 
differentiating, monitoring and extracting. This model was further extended by Meho 
and Tibbo (2003) by the addition of four more features: accessing, networking, 
verifying and information managing. Interestingly, all these stages of the information 
seeking process are transferable to online behaviours of consumers, and they will be 
explored in this context.  
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2.4.3 ADVICE-GIVING AND ADVICE-TAKING 
Research in the advice-giving and advice-taking literature (Bonaccio and Dalal, 
2006) clearly indicates that “important decisions are not made by one person acting 
alone” (p.127). Apart from complex organisations where decision-making logically 
takes place on several levels and by more than a few decision-makers, on the 
individual level, decisions are based on information or advice from family, friends, 
colleagues and peers. Bonaccio and Dalal’s review of the literature revealed 
significant differences in measuring the utilisation of advice, such as the importance 
of advisors, the number of advisors, the amount of interaction between the advice-
taker and advise-giver, the presence or absence of a pre-advice decision, accessibility 
of the advice, and the type of decision-making task.  
2.4.4 SEARCH LENGTH  
Factors identified in determining the length of external searches conducted by 
consumers included; environmental factors, or information availability and the 
number of alternatives; and consumer factors, such as perceived benefits, perceived 
differentiation of alternative products, perceived risk, knowledge, experience, time 
and financial pressures, personality variables or attitudes, intelligence, social class, 
education, income, occupation, age and stage in a life cycle (Duncan and Olshavsky, 
1982). Duncan and Olshavsky’s study explored the info-searches of buyers of colour 
television sets, suggesting that consumer beliefs (popularity of the brand, country of 
manufacture, quality of service provided by different types of stores) determined the 
length and type of pre-purchase info-searching.  
2.4.5 SEARCHING STRATEGIES 
Loibl and Hira (2009) conducted a study about information search practices among 
US financial investors. The results revealed three different approaches to info-
searching: high-information strategy, moderate-information strategy and low-
information strategy. These findings clearly indicate that search practices 
significantly vary across users, as the nature of investment decisions involves a high 
risk and requires high-involvement searches. It is expected that search strategies 
similarly vary across consumer types in other categories, for example in CE. 
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2.4.6 PRICE  
The literature recognises price as one of the factors in the purchasing decision-
making process (Enis and Stafford, 1969; Levitt, 1983; Wolinski, 1983; Milgrom and 
Roberts, 1986; Brucks and Zeithaml, 1991; Dawar and Parker, 1994). Dawar and 
Parker (1994) revealed in their study about consumer electronics that for consumers 
the brand name had more significance than price, physical appearance and retailer’s 
reputation when evaluating the product’s quality. Branco, Sun and Villas-Boas 
(2012) explain that pre-purchase online searches are conducted between two price 
boundaries that are set in the consumer’s mind: the upper bound and lower bound of 
product value. When search results deliver informative content and the search 
becomes less costly, the purchase threshold will increase, resulting in purchases of a 
higher value. They propose a model which suggests that helpful and informative 
content induces price tolerance in consumer searches. Although the informativeness 
of content during the info-search is valuable, if not crucial, in influencing consumers, 
it is less probable that consumers will consider higher priced products to be the best 
alternative.   
2.4.7 POST-PURCHASE BEHAVIOUR 
Shani and Zeelenberg (2007) explored the reasons for info-searching products in the 
post-purchase phase of the purchasing decision-making process. They discovered 
that regret drives post-decision information seeking, and that new information may 
turn the incomplete regret into definite regret. Similarly, when a missed opportunity 
occurs, comprehension that an incorrect decision was made can be annoying than the 
uncertainty of not knowing (Shani, Tykocinski and Zeelenberg, 2008).   
Most of the info-search studies, presented so far, were conducted using traditional 
info-sources. The Internet has significantly changed the way people conduct 
searches, increased the number of utilised info-sources, and made information 
sources more accessible and available. In the context of current forms of info-
searches, supported by the availability of online content, there are several important 
studies that relate to search processes conducted over the Internet available in 
Appendix IV. 
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The current retailing model that integrates info-searching and shopping when 
conducted online, provides integral user experience with the system, webpage design 
and information rich content. These websites provide access to UCC 
(recommendations and reviews) that responds to consumers’ needs (to search, learn, 
analyse collected information and make a decision) in the info-search phase of the 
purchasing decision-making process.  
2.5 CONSUMER ELECTRONICS INDUSTRY SPECIFICS  
In 2009, prospects for the consumer electronics industry were gloomy. The 
consequences of the global economic crisis were slowing down sales. Consumer 
electronics manufacturers were faced with the reduced purchasing power of 
consumers. According to a study (Alexander and Stone, 2009) conducted in the 
USA, 90 per cent of households had reduced their spending, while one third had 
large cuts to their budget. Whilst 45 per cent of households did so by necessity, 55 
per cent reduced their spending by choice.  
Dua et al. (2009) explain that the CE industry’s profit margins have also been 
depleted due to fierce competition, shorter product life cycle and obsolesce. Pricing 
was a category where manufacturers needed to reposition themselves as 11 per cent 
of consumers were looking for the “Most affordable” price; 60 per cent were looking 
for the “Best features at a good price for me”; and 29 per cent were opting for the 
“Latest and best technology” as a more costly option, leading to the conclusion that 
the majority of consumers were opting for less expensive CE products, with basic 
features (ibid). As a consequence of the recession, high-end products were in less 
demand than basic products, while consumers were looking for “Lifestyle benefits” 
(easy to use, light weight) rather than technical capabilities. The results also 
highlighted consumers’ limited use of the technical features of CE products; less than 
half of respondents were familiar with the advanced features, while only one third 
actually used those features (Dua et al., 2009).  
Despite the global financial crisis the shipment revenues of CE in 2010 were three 
per cent higher than in 2009, with pessimistic prediction of only .3 per cent sales 
growth, generating $174.9 billion. At the beginning of this research in 2009 and 2010 
the main drivers of sales, according to Consumer Electronics Association (2010b), 
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were the following product categories: 3DTV, smartphones, Blue-ray players, 
eReaders and mobile computing solutions such as tablets. Smartphones were the 
leader in wireless handsets category with 66 million pieces sold in the US by 2011, 
generating $19.6 billion in revenue. 
In Australia, during 2011, a decline in revenue was reported among retailers of CE. 
This was explained as being due to a radical consumer shift towards online shopping 
and the popularity of e-tailers offering lower prices (Euromonitor, 2012). Australian 
retailers responded by offering discounts and allowing price negotiations in stores. 
Fast Internet services in Australia encouraged shoppers to buy smart phones and 
tablets, turning this market into one with the highest penetration of digital devices 
with Internet connectivity in the world (Ibid).  
TABLE 2 TYPES OF CONSUMER ELECTRONICS PRODUCTS 
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM EUROMONITOR INTERNATIONAL, 2009) 
 
In 2010 a typical US household owned 25 consumer electronics products, 2 products 
more than in 2009 (Consumer Electronics Association, 2010a). The annual 
expenditure in 2010 on CE was 12 per cent, or $151 higher than previous year, on 
average $1,380 per household. The trend of increasing numbers of CE products per 
household exhibits higher consumer confidence and a desire to own the latest 
technologies (Markwalter cited in CEA, 2010a).  
Very high penetration and expenditure on CE products per household demonstrates 
that the average consumer is using a substantial number of CE products in their 
everyday routine. Since these products are highly utilised by consumers, 
technological advancements make them more prone to be exchanged for the latest 
model. The sales of CE are therefore motivated by consumers’ needs (to own a 
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functional product) and desires (to be trendy and to own the latest model). That 
makes CE products more frequently purchased than other durable products, and 
Internet information searching is a key pathway for investigating product options.  
In 2009, Australian online audiences totalled almost 4 million unique visitors to 
computer hardware as a retail subcategory and 1.4 million in the CE category 
globally (ComScore, 2010a). The total worldwide search market had an increase of 
46 per cent for the year. In 2009, there were 2.9 million searches per minute, or 4 
billion searches conducted per day and 131 billion searches per annum (ComScore, 
2010b). The leading search market is the US with 22.7 billion searches, followed by 
China 13.3 billion, Japan 9.2 billion, UK 6.2 billion, Germany 5.6 billion, France 5.4 
billion, South Korea 4 billion, Brazil and Canada 3.7 billion and Russian Federation 
with 3.3 billion searches. The top search websites were Google, retaining 66.8 per 
cent of the global search market, followed by Yahoo! Sites and Chinese Baidu. The 
biggest change in market share was gained by Microsoft sites, showing a 70 per cent 
increase since 2008, after the introduction of the new search engine Bing, and the 
Russian Yandex with 91 per cent growth (ComScore, 2010b), but both continue to 
have only a fraction of Google’s share. 
In December 2009, despite Google’s domination in online navigation as a search 
engine, 15 per cent of Web traffic to major portals came from social media sites 
(Evangelista, 2010). Not surprisingly the major share of that portion came from 
Facebook at 13 per cent, followed by eBay with 7.6 per cent, and Google 3rd with 7 
per cent, then MySpace with under 2 per cent. This is explained by experts as a 
consequence of a huge growth rate in Facebook membership, equalling the number 
of users of the largest Web portals, and the Web experience it provides. According to 
Compete’s director of online media and search, Jessica Ong, the lesson to be learned 
for advertising industry is that “more serious attention needs to be paid to social-
networking sites like Facebook, and advertisers need to figure out how to leverage 
this traffic” (cited in Evangelista, 2010). The rising significance of sites like 
Facebook and Twitter leads to the assumption that these websites are not only 
driving online traffic, but are also changing the way, where and how consumers 
communicate and post word of mouth information.  
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2.6 REVIEWS AND RATINGS  
Research conducted by Jupiter Research (Sullivan, 2009), about the influence of 
reviews and ratings sites on typical online shoppers, showed that 89 per cent of 
online shoppers rely on corporate sites (stores and retailers), 86 per cent on search 
engines, 78 per cent on manufacturers’ sites, and 77 per cent on ratings and reviews. 
However, the report does not make a distinction between user generated reviews and 
ratings and reviews written by professionals. In a study conducted by Opinion 
Research (cited in Ramsey, 2008), recommendations from friend / family / co-
workers had the biggest impact on consumers when making an online purchase (23 
per cent), followed by customer reviews on company websites (13 per cent), 
promotional e-mails (12 per cent), search engine results pages (12 per cent), ads on 
most visited / favourite websites (8 per cent), print ads (8 per cent), TV / radio (6 per 
cent), ads within social networking sites (1 per cent), blog postings (1 per cent), and 
third-party feedback sites (1 per cent).  
 
 
 
FIGURE 6  TYPES OF ADVERTISING INFLUENCING ONLINE BUYERS IN ONLINE PURCHASE 
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM RAMSEY, 2008) 
Consumer electronics goods are considered to be complex products with numerous 
variations and alternatives that require detailed analysis and evaluation. According to 
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Yamakawa (2008, p.203), comparison and community sites offer indispensable help 
for those consumers “who do not understand the specs necessary for conducting 
effective searches to narrow down their choices”. Results of research carried out by 
the Kelsey Group (2007) show that one quarter of Internet users read and rely on 
information from consumer generated reviews about offline services (restaurants, 
hotels, travel, legal, medical, automotive and home services). The respondents 
testified that online reviews had a large impact on their purchasing decisions, 
especially when coming from fellow consumers, as they find them to be reliable.  
Another study conducted by Nielsen (2009) in 50 countries over a period of two 
years (2007-2009) reveals that recommendations from personal acquaintances (90 
per cent) and online opinions posted by consumers (70 per cent) were “The most 
trusted forms of advertising”. Considering that brand websites have gained a high 
level of trust (70 per cent) it is evident that advertising still has an impact on 
consumers, especially in those countries where the level of overall trust in 
advertising is high, such as in China (82 per cent), Pakistan (81 per cent) and 
Vietnam (80 per cent), while Sweden (40 per cent) and Israel (45 per cent) show the 
lowest levels of trust in brand websites.   
 
 
FIGURE 7 THE NIELSEN COMPANY REPORT ON TRUST  
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM NIELSEN, 2009) 
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In a study conducted by Forrester Research (cited in Ramsey, 2008, p.30) in North 
America, consumer opinions posted online (41 per cent) were the most trusted source 
of information, followed by e-mails that consumers had signed up for at 35 per cent, 
brand websites (30 per cent), magazine ads (26 per cent), TV ads (24 per cent), radio 
ads (21 per cent), search engine ads (12 per cent), mobile phone text ads (7 per cent), 
online banner ads (7 per cent), mobile phone banner ads (5 per cent). These results 
point at the fact that consumers rely on product reviews or ratings from fellow 
consumers and trust them more than they trust advertising. This emphasises the 
importance of research into how companies utilise this aspect of consumer-to-
consumer communication on their websites and in social media; whether they have 
developed strategies to approach consumers and involve them in their word of mouth 
campaigns; whether they have aligned their marketing and advertising goals with the 
Web 2.0 environment; and how they utilise social media in their marketing 
campaigns. 
2.7 SUMMARY  
There is a body of literature and reports that explains why user created product 
reviews and ratings are attractive to consumers, mainly because they provide 
additional information to marketing generated product portrayals (Miles, 2002; 
ComScore, 2007; Ryan and Jones, 2009; Jansson-Boyd, 2010; Edelman, 2010; 
Nielsen, 2010). Conversely, it was valuable to discover how consumers use product 
reviews and ratings websites during their online searches and what is consumers’ 
level of engagement with the content. Further examination of consumers’ motivation 
to interact, post an opinion or rate a product was conducted in order to better 
understand consumer behaviour on product reviewing websites. This research will 
look at other types of websites that consumers use to look for or provide WOM 
information about DTP (online forums, social networking, microblogging sites).   
The gap in the current knowledge and understanding of consumer behaviour is 
broadened with the introduction of Internet marketing. Internet as a new segment of 
the marketing mix is an addition to the mass media advertising channels that have 
been used by companies for years. This communication channel empowered 
consumers to create and disseminate UCC independent of corporations’ influence, 
although there is evidence that this may not always be the case (stealth marketing, 
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shill reviewing, paid user created product reviews). This research will look into 
consumers’ attitudes towards this type of marketing practices. 
There is a significant body of research about the Internet as a ‘new’ media form, 
however this topic requires an updated approach and strategies that can be 
implemented in the Web 2.0 environment (by format, channels of distribution, or 
target audience) when it comes to consumer behaviour on PRR websites and this 
thesis explores it. Hence, it is essential to explain how product assessments 
conducted through information search in online media, enriches consumer 
experience; how WOM may, or may not, influence consumers’ purchasing decision-
making process; how reliable consumers find user created product reviews to be; and 
if consumers, and to what extent, contribute by posting product reviews online.  
For the purposes of this project a mixed methods study was conducted, combining 
quantitative and qualitative research tools. The qualitative study will explain how 
consumers use UCC in the form of PRR, and what their attitudes toward types of this 
content are. The quantitative study will scale those findings and further explore 
consumer behaviour on social media websites and their word of mouth dissemination 
practices.  
 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 51 
Chapter 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The previous chapters, the Introduction and Literature Review, have established the 
theoretical model and have defined the research questions. This chapter will outline 
the research phases, the research design and the methodology used throughout the 
research process.  
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3.1 INTRODUCTION  
The purpose of this chapter is to justify the design and methodology used in this 
research project, which is a combination of qualitative and quantitative research 
methods or mixed research method (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998; Creswell, 2003; 
Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Johnson et al., 2007; Plano-Clark and Creswell, 
2008). The mixed methods approach collects, investigates and triangulates data that 
comprises of text (qualitative) and numeric (quantitative) information in studies 
conducted simultaneously or sequentially, it allows integration of the data at different 
stages of inquiry while depicting utilised procedures in the study (Creswell, 2003, 
p.18-20). The qualitative part of the research methodology utilised interpretative 
phenomenological analysis, an approach that “provides us with a rich source of ideas 
about how to examine and comprehend lived experiences” (Smith et al., 2009, p.11). 
This approach allowed the creation of a phenomenologically-informed model (ibid), 
which will be explained in Chapter 4, by analysing consumers’ behaviour, attitudes 
toward and use of product reviews and ratings.   
This methodology was adopted due to flexibility of the mixed method approach 
which allows “use of different types of methods at different levels of data 
aggregation” (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998, p.18). Conversely, the positivist 
approach to data collection proposes that “the criterion for evaluating the validity of 
a scientific theory is whether our knowledge claims are consistent with the 
information we are able to obtain using our senses” (Kaboub, 2008, p.343) 
recommending that this knowledge is to be generated in the ‘lablike’ environment or 
rigid rules of logic and measurement. This immediately excludes influential factors 
present in the ‘real world’, delivering results that only have internal validity and may 
not necessarily apply to the more complex situations often found in the everyday 
situations such as purchasing decision-making. Additionally quantitative results may 
answer the questions how many and how much, but will fail to provide answers to 
how and why. Qualitative results provide a better understanding of the research 
issues, complementing the quantitative data that delivers their scope. Using both data 
collection methods ensures a better integration of findings. 
The chapter describes three research phases: desk research, qualitative study and 
quantitative study. The first part of the research describes the use of secondary 
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sources in the desk research phase. This phase resulted in a summary of research 
issues that were relevant to the topic and which were further developed into the 
research questions. The second part of the research project was set up to explore the 
research questions using a qualitative technique of in-depth interviewing as the 
research method and a semi-structured discussion guide as the research tool. The 
third stage of the project was the quantitative study: an online survey. This phase of 
the research project tested the findings of the qualitative study, collecting data from 
an international sample of consumers. The quantitative phase used a structured 
questionnaire, which was developed during the second research phase, as the 
research tool. The structure of the research project and its phases are depicted in 
more detail in Figure 11. The next section justifies the selected research design.  
3.1.1 RESEARCH DESIGN 
For the purpose of this thesis, which explores consumer behaviour and attitudes 
toward user created product reviews and ratings on websites, the inquiry was based 
“on the assumption that collecting diverse types of data best provides an 
understanding of a research problem” (Creswell, 2003, p.21). The aim of this 
research, in accordance with the main postulates of grounded theory (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967), was to ‘discover’ by extracting information through analysis - rather 
than to verify a theory (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000). According to Potter (1996, 
p.43) researchers go beyond reporting of findings and ‘interpret’ the situations they 
are investigating while trying to understand them. This study was carried in an 
interpretative methodological tradition - explaining a social phenomenon. This was 
divergent to the positivist approach - in which case the focus of the research would 
be set on the verification of a theory (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000, p.15).  
The research design was a combination of a qualitative method – in-depth interviews 
with consumers – and a quantitative method – an online survey with consumers of 
digital technology products. Digital technology products are frequently purchased 
household items or devices devoted to personal use. This product category is strongly 
driven by innovation. The novel functions of latest models make the earlier models 
obsolete, thus shortening the product’s life cycles on the markets. This type of 
market dynamics also influences consumer behaviour, innovators and early adopters 
(Rogers, 1983; Eastlick and Lotz, 1999) eager to buy new products and search for 
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product related information. As presented in literature review section, this type of 
product is considered to be a ‘high-involvement’ purchase category, resulting in 
extensive searches by consumers in regards to such product attributes as price, 
functionality, and availability. While this research focused on a particular industry – 
consumer electronics or digital technology products – it is likely that a similar 
approach could also be taken for other industries where information sources such as 
reviews and ratings websites exist. The choice of the industry was used in this thesis 
as a sample case and the results are likely to be transferrable to other types of 
products or services. 
This research project was conducted in three phases. The first phase was committed 
to data collection from secondary sources, which resulted in adopting several 
communication and behavioural concepts that were later tested. The second and third 
phases were conducted as consumer studies, with users of digital technology 
products. During the qualitative research phase, previously collected concepts from 
literature were tested through semi-structured interviews with consumers. 
The findings of this study helped in the editing and redesigning of the structured 
questionnaire – the research tool used in the quantitative study of consumers of 
digital technology products. Each of the three research phases complemented the 
next stage by providing the opportunity to further explore findings and test concepts 
and models. This study was set to be of a cross-sectional type, capturing “a broad 
picture ... freezing all respondent information at a specific time” (Adams and 
Schvaneveldt, 1991, p.115) and making a record of the current situation in regards to 
consumer behaviour and social media websites. 
The study design combined qualitative and quantitative research techniques, and in 
the spirit of the mixed method approach these two research methods complemented 
each other and contributed to a better understanding of consumer behaviour 
throughout this exploratory study. This approach is described by Tashakkori and 
Teddlie (2008) as “the use of whatever philosophical and/or methodological 
approach works for the particular research problem under study” (p.9). While this 
thesis used the results of the qualitative study to set up the structure of the online 
survey, it would be advisable to examine the quantitative results in light of a follow-
up qualitative study (Creswell, 2003). At the time of this study that was not possible 
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because of its nature as a cross-sectional study of international consumers, and its 
limited resources. Nevertheless applications of the exploratory approach are also 
recognised, where qualitative data build up and contribute to quantitative results and 
provide assistance in the interpretation of findings (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2007). 
There is a growing number of mixed methods studies (Hanson and Grimmer, 2005; 
Hurmerinta-Peltomaki and Nummela, 2006; Molina-Azorin, 2009; Grimmer and 
Hanson, 2009; Rocco et al., 2003; Bazeley 2008; Cameron, 2008; Cameron and 
Miller, 2010) predominantly in the following disciplines: marketing, strategic 
management, international business, organisational behaviour and entrepreneurship 
(Molina-Azorin and Lopez-Fernandez, 2009; Cameron and Molina-Azorin, 2010). 
Accordingly the mixed methods approach was adopted for this study. 
The following diagram in Figure 8, explains the three research phases: desk research, 
qualitative and quantitative studies. It details the duration of each phase, starting with 
the literature review and secondary data collection in 2009, to 2012 when field work 
and data collection ended. It further depicts the research methods, research tools and 
the sample type. The research methods used for each phase of the project will be 
further justified.  
 
FIGURE 8 RESEARCH PHASES, PROJECT DESIGN AND SAMPLE 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
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3.1.2 RESEARCH PHASE 1 – DESK RESEARCH 
The review of literature and previous research was conducted throughout this phase 
of the research project and led to the creation of research hypotheses and questions 
that suggested further exploration. Literature on research methods (Dane, 1990; 
Adams and Schvaneveldt, 1991) proposes that research journals present a good 
source of potential research topics and can help in mapping the research journey. 
This research phase, the collection of research data from secondary sources and the 
review of existing academic literature about related topics, took place in 2009 and 
early 2010. For that reason newer studies, published at later dates, were not 
considered while developing the design of this study.  
Throughout this stage numerous academic and industry sources were used to create a 
body of literature that described and explained the physical and social milieu in 
which the research was conducted (Dane, 1990). This part of the research project was 
crucial for the design and framework of the study. This exploratory study examined 
current issues related to communication through social media and consumer 
behaviour in a specific technological environment (Markham, 2010), which is 
provided by social media.   
The gap in knowledge was revealed in the area of online user generated content in 
the form of consumer created product reviews and WOM phenomenon. The 
preceding studies explored the WOM phenomenon in general (effects, motives, 
impact, measurement), specifically (age, gender, social groups) and as an activity or 
type (positive or negative WOM), but sources of WOM information and 
dissemination channels in the social media setting had not been tested before. The 
categories of user created content, although previously explored, had not been tested 
within the framework of consumers’ product reviews and ratings. These two areas 
were established as the focus of this research study.  
Academics suggest (Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Maso, 1996; Dane, 1990) that the 
formulation of research questions is crucial for the research process; once the 
formulation of the research questions is completed the researching process has 
begun. Upon analysing texts from secondary sources, it was proposed that the design 
of the study would be the mixed method approach, combining qualitative and 
quantitative techniques. Based on the findings of the desk research the next stage of 
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the project was developed as a qualitative study throughout which the main 
constructs of the study and the research questions were tested.  
3.1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
When considering a purchase, consumers are under the influence of various 
information sources: personal, commercial or public. These sources have different 
levels of impact on the decision-making process. User created content offers a new 
type of information source, in the form of product reviews and ratings. Consumers 
are turning to online media as one of the most accessible information sources for 
learning about a product’s features, price comparisons, value for money and other 
factors that may influence their purchasing decisions. This project sets out to 
investigate the role of user created content or electronic word of mouth, and its 
influence on the purchasing decision-making process in the category of digital 
technology products. To explore this trend and its consequences on consumer 
behaviour, the following research questions were developed for this study: 
Research question 1  
How and at what point of the info-search phase do consumers utilise user 
created content in the form of product reviews and ratings as information 
sources?  
Research question 2 
How influential are websites featuring product reviews and ratings in the 
purchasing decision-making process? 
Research question 3 
How reliable are social media information sources perceived to be by 
consumers who use them? 
Research question 4 
What are the motivations and drivers for, and the barriers to, consumers’ 
participation in posting product reviews and ratings?   
The data collection phases and its application within the research project will be 
further discussed in the following sections. 
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3.2 RESEARCH PHASE 2 – IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 
For the purposes of testing the proposed research questions, a qualitative 
methodology was adopted, using the in-depth interviewing technique and a 
discussion guide as the research tool. The interview is described by Seidman (2006, 
p.10) as a technique that “provides access to the context of people’s behavior and 
thereby provides a way for researchers to understand the meaning of that behavior”.  
Corbin and Strauss (2008) suggest that qualitative research leads to findings that 
assist in the development of empirical knowledge. As such, this method was a proper 
research tool for revealing types of consumer behaviour and attitude formation.  
The qualitative approach of exploring personal attitudes and behaviour of consumers, 
also known as the idiographic approach (Cone, 1986), was adopted in order to gain a 
deeper understanding of how consumers perceive and use various information 
sources, including product reviews and ratings as part of social media space. Thomae 
(1999) suggests that different people may perceive the same situation in their own 
‘subjective’ way. While single cases provide only partial insights, receiving 
information from different people in a controlled form leads to the interpretation of 
subjectivity in an objective way. In the discussion between qualitative and 
quantitative research methods Thomae (1999) further warned that semi-structured 
interviews sometimes fail to meet standards of controlled psychological research, or 
provide ‘generalizable information’ for data analysis, in which case the findings will 
fall short on conceptual patterns and clusters. To prevent this and to achieve a deeper 
understanding of human behaviour, the use of different research approaches is often 
suggested in literature (Dellinger and Leech, 2007; Townsend et al., 2010). This 
approach was adopted in this thesis by combining two data collection methodologies.  
The qualitative study with consumers of digital technology products was carried out 
between April 2010 and December 2011. Using the findings from the first research 
phase a list of the most relevant information sources in the current media 
environment was drawn up in order to evaluate their influence on the purchasing 
decision-making process of consumers. These findings aided in developing a 
discussion guide and constructing models regarding consumer behaviour practices 
and, finally, for designing a questionnaire for the online survey. The selected topics 
and issues were tested for reliability and validity in a series of in-depth interviews, as 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 59 
the literature on research methodology suggests (Abell and Myers, 2008). For this 
purpose the discussion guide used questions and concepts that were later 
incorporated into the structured questionnaire used in the quantitative part of the 
study.  
The discussion guide was created in a semi-structured form that allowed for data 
dense interviews (Patton, 1990; Corbin and Morse, 2003). Patton (1990) defines 
three categories of interviews: 
1. Informal conversational interview,  
2. General interview guide approach and,  
3. Standard interviews with open-ended questions.  
                                                                                    (ibid, p.280-90) 
This study was a combination of these interviewing techniques, utilising a discussion 
guide with open questions in an informal conversational interview. Marshall and 
Rossman (1995) consider interviewing to be a research method that provides large 
quantities of data in a short period of time, but they also warn that, in interviewing, 
the cooperation between the interviewer and interviewee is essential for discovering 
recurring patterns in behaviour, something that the respondents may not be aware of. 
In order to be able to discover patterns of behaviour and to confirm that these 
patterns are reoccurring among other respondents a substantial number of interviews 
was conducted. The qualitative study was carried out among 43 respondents of 
different ages, qualifications and professional backgrounds. 
3.2.1 DISCUSSION GUIDE FOR IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 
The interview guide was the research tool for this phase of the project. It was 
designed by using the main constructs coming from the existing literature and 
previous research conducted in this area of consumer behaviour studies (Hinkle, 
1965). Techniques of laddering up or down are best applied for explaining 
subordinate and superordinate constructs and their relationships (Cohen et al., 2007) 
providing analytical methods through the interviewing process to obtain meaning 
from the collected responses. Reynolds and Gutman describe the laddering technique 
as “a tailored interviewing format using primarily a series of direct probes” (1988, 
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p.12). As suggested, this technique is a useful tool for in-depth interviewing and 
inquiry in qualitative studies.  
The discussion guide was created to test the key questions used in the following 
stage of the research to identify the information search processes that consumers 
undertake prior to purchasing products (Miller and Glassner, 2004). The discussion 
guide was semi-structured and used the laddering method as a form of recursive 
questioning (Neimeyer et al., 2001). Neimeyer et al. (2001, p.99) suggest that the 
best way to start using this technique is to select a starting point “that permits the 
development of clear constructs”. In accordance with this recommendation the 
discussion guide for the qualitative part of the research project utilised online 
shopping and digital technology products as an introduction to the superordinate 
themes of user created content and word of mouth practices that followed. The 
themes of the discussion guide had the following structure (the full version is 
available in Appendix V):  
 Introduction  
 Shopping habits and purchasing occurrence within the past 30 days 
 Retailing channels, personal preferences 
 Online searching paths  
 Searching habits and practices 
 User created content 
 Types of user created content 
 Preferred formats 
 Websites visited 
 Use of information – sources  
 Word of mouth  
 Word of mouth practices 
 The role in dissemination of word of mouth 
 Positive and negative word of mouth 
 Opinion leaders 
 General 
 Participation 
 Trust 
 Reputation 
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 Reliability of user created content 
 Summary of key points  
 Discussing significant themes and prompting 
 Returning to red flagged topics 
 Clarifying issues 
 Wrapping up 
 Ending the interviewing session 
This simplified map of the discussion guide delivers the main topics but does not 
communicate its complexity; for more detail see the full version of the discussion 
guide in Appendix V. It is important to say that some questions included in the 
discussion guide were later extended and used in the questionnaire for the next phase 
of the research project. The final design of the questionnaire for the quantitative 
study was adapted according to the qualitative findings, and adjusted in order to fit 
the online survey format. Some sections were adjusted to be in the context of the 
collected responses (Dane, 1990), accordingly some questions were added or 
deducted, or their order was changed.  
A semi-structured discussion guide, show cards and 10-point Likert scale were used 
as research instruments during the interviews to help respondents provide metric 
values. Plowright (2011) argues that both types of data – numerical and narrative – 
can be collected using the same data collection method, while the numerical data was 
considered to be an unambiguous and more dexterous type of information than it was 
descriptive. The show-cards were found to be useful not only as a visual aid for lists 
of tested items, but also in providing precise values when describing personal 
sentiments and attitudes (show-card with 10-point Likert scale). The argument was 
that with the use of fixed formats that lead respondents to select one of the offered 
options (in this case evaluation by using a 10-point scale) the format ‘open 
question/closed answer’ (Galtung 1967 in Gobo, 2011) was preferred over the ‘fixed 
question/free answers technique’ (Likert in Gobo, 2011), mainly because the 
response time was shorter, as the scale provided a more measurable toll for 
respondents’ attitudes. However, the opposite was the case with loosening the format 
throughout the interview (semi-structured format), as they turned into conversations, 
allowing the format to become flexible and information rich.  
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The interviews were of medium structure (Biber and Leavy, 2011) with some 
variations in the order of questions and different approaches for different types of 
consumers. The length of interviews varied from 30-60 minutes, with the average 
duration of 45 minutes. The respondents were recruited as a purposeful sample 
(Patton, 1990), while several steps were taken to provide an equal spread across 
different consumer groups throughout the recruitment phase. As Patton suggests, the 
reason for using purposeful random sampling is “credibility, not representativeness” 
(p.180). To facilitate this sampling technique, respondents with previous online 
shopping experiences and familiarity with types of user created content (Biber and 
Leavy, 2011) were recruited in order to assure the richness of collected data.  
The respondents were recruited and classified according to their age, gender and 
profession, and were screened for their online shopping activities, for purposeful 
sampling and as information-rich cases (Patton, 2002, p.169). Information-rich 
respondents or active participants (Holstein and Gubrium, 2004, p.150) are those that 
provide a wealth of information about relevant issues and research topics. There were 
no particular requirements for participation eligibility (type of products or frequency 
of purchasing), however the screening question probed for online purchases that had 
been conducted in the past 30 days, asking about the types of products purchased 
online in the past two years. Frequent shopping activities indicated that if the 
respondent was spending time online to search for products, this action will most 
probably lead to purchases using the same medium (Shim et al., 2001). Hence, it was 
proposed that these consumers that used social media websites to read product 
reviews and ratings were more likely to shop online. More so than consumers that 
used traditional media, or those that were getting information about products through 
shop assistants.  
3.2.2 THE RECRUITMENT PROCESS 
During the recruitment phase (Biber and Leavy, 2011) a snowballing technique was 
used to recruit respondents. The personal contacts of the researcher and their 
extended network of secondary and tertiary tiers (Christakis and Fowler, 2009) were 
used to provide an appropriate set of respondents, with certain limitations. Each 
referral led to only one new recruit. Assuming that members of the same social group 
shared similar opinions (Kavanaugh et al., 2009) and expressed similar behaviour 
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patterns, a limited number of respondents from the same social group would 
consequently allow for a higher diversity of responses. Respondents were offered no 
incentives, and their participation was considered to be an act of goodwill. The next 
section describes the scope of this research phase and the changes made to the 
original plan. 
3.2.3 RESEARCH SCOPE 
As previously described, this part of the study was intended to be the testing phase of 
the questionnaire design, assessing its validity and usability. The questionnaire 
testing started with only a few respondents, but was continued as the diversity of 
behavioural patterns and attitudes started to become apparent. The study was 
expanded by selecting a larger sample and including respondents from different 
locations within Australia, as well as internationally. According to Corbin and 
Strauss (2008), this kind of action is often seen in studies that are exploring new 
concepts in unchartered areas. This concept driven research action, also called 
‘theoretical sampling’, builds on previously collected data and emerging concepts. It 
then becomes more specific through the analysis of data by revealing categories and 
topics that needed further examination. The researcher usually follows the analytic 
trail and ensures that the selected sample will be suitable for providing the necessary 
data. This comprehensive qualitative study of consumer attitudes and behaviour also 
revealed their “perspective, point of view and lived experiences” (Silverman, 2004, 
p.343). The final sample of this study was 43 international consumers. 
3.2.4 THE SAMPLE – QUALITATIVE STUDY 
The qualitative part of the research used in-depth interviewing techniques in 
exploring consumers’ behaviour and attitudes toward information sources in the 
purchasing decision-making process. The convenience sample (Patton, 1990) was 
compiled using 43 consumers of non-specific profiles, with recent shopping 
experience (Silverman, 2004). According to Adams and Schvaneveldt (1991), 
convenience sampling is the most frequently used technique because it features a 
sample’s availability, ease of access or convenience. The design of this study 
allowed another technique of purposeful sampling to be deployed in order to 
“illuminate the purpose of the study” (Adams and Schvaneveldt, 1991, p.181). The 
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sample of this study was created from consumers that were familiar with the 
proposed topics and had had previous experience with user created content. 
Due to apparent differences that could arise from local economies, customs and 
cultural issues, retailing channels or available communication technologies it was 
necessary to have the sample that included respondents from different markets. For 
this reason the sample included consumers from Australia and other countries in Asia 
and Europe. Plowright describes a smaller number of respondents within the sample 
population as sampling units (2011, p.37). Sampling units are a collection of cases, 
and in research projects of a small scale they are able to provide answers for specific 
questions. Matching participants to groups “in order to equalize ... scores of any 
relevant variable” is an alternative method to random sampling (Dane, 1990, p.84). 
Dane further suggests that characteristics of participants may differ systematically 
across experimental groups. In order to cover all relevant variables the sample of 
respondents was divided into smaller groups from Australia (Brisbane metropolitan 
area, rural Queensland, Victoria, New South Wales), Asia and Europe. The sample 
was further described by its demographic characteristics.  
Sample quotas and characteristics  
The sample quotas were divided into four age groups of mixed genders. The first 
group was formed by respondents 18 to 25 years of age, the second group consisted 
of respondents from 26 to 35 years of age, the third from 36 to 45 years, and the 
fourth group included respondents above 46 years of age.  
In the early stages of the field work it was discovered that seniors were moderately 
engaged in online product related information searches while focusing on price 
related information rather than product reviews and ratings, and preferred face-to-
face communication (hence ignoring electronic WOM information). This indicated 
that they were not ‘information rich’ respondents, and for that reason it was decided 
not to have an additional group of respondents over 56 year of age but rather to 
create one age group with respondents from 46 years and older.  
Respondents came from different socio-economic backgrounds and education levels 
(Ackroyd and Hughes, 1992) in order to provide diversity of responses regarding 
attitudes and behavioural patterns. The sample is presented by its size, demographic 
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characteristics and lifestyles in Table 3. All age groups were of mixed genders and 
had the same number of respondents, with one exception. The youngest age group 
18-25 years had only 10 respondents because it covered fewer years, only seven 
years compared to 10 years of other cohorts.  
TABLE 3 INTERVIEWS: SAMPLE SIZE, DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS AND LIFESTYLES 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
 
Generations Age Lifestyle Gender TOTAL 
 
 
Generation
s Y and Z 
 
 
 
18-25 
- Studying 
- Temp or part time jobs 
- Living with parents / shared accommodation 
- Limited disposable income 
- Internet savvy shoppers 
 
Females  
Males 
 
 
10 
 
 
The Net 
Generation 
 
 
26-35 
-  Working full time 
- Studying for a high degree 
- Living with a partner or single 
- Infants or no children 
- Disposable income 
- Internet savvy shoppers 
 
Females  
Males 
 
 
11 
 
 
Generation 
X 
 
 
36-45 
-  Working full time 
- Advanced professional careers 
- Married 
- Children 
- High disposable income 
- Savvy shoppers (online / offline) 
 
Females  
Males 
 
 
11 
 
Late Gen X 
and 
Baby 
Boomers 
 
 
over 
46 
- Working full time / close to retirement 
- Professionals 
- Empty nesters 
- Grand children 
- Considerable disposable income / savings 
- Traditional shoppers 
 
Females 
Males 
 
 
11 
 
 
The age groups were created using the generational divisions suggested by Pew 
Internet and American Life Project (Jones and Fox, 2009) and the Strauss and Howe 
(1992) book about American generations. Further adjustments were made in order to 
facilitate the design of this study. Additionally, the youngest age group did not 
include persons below 18 years of age, and the oldest respondents were between 65-
70 years old. The fieldwork duration and where the interviews were conducted are 
specified in the next section.  
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3.2.5 DATA COLLECTION 
The field work of the qualitative study lasted 10 months. Although this phase was 
originally designed to last for two months, the scope of the study was enlarged and 
the duration extended. The number of respondents was increased from 10 to 43. 
During the field work phase the data was collected in Australia and overseas. The 
overseas interviews were conducted in Europe and Asia (during the researcher’s 
overseas visits) in order to extend the sample to respondents from different countries, 
or more specifically, diverse markets. Some participants were interviewed in 
Australia during their stay while visiting. The next section describes the data analysis 
stage of this research phase.  
3.2.6 DATA ANALYSIS 
The qualitative data was analysed using the comparative analysis method. According 
to Onwuegbuzie et al. (2011) the analysis stage is crucial for the research process 
because “the researcher first formally attempts to extract meaning from the collected 
data and hence begins to address the underlying research question(s)” (p.353). The 
comparative analysis method was selected because it allows for the studying of 
similarities and differences, establishes connections among created categories and 
tests and develops new categories (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2011).  
The in-depth interviews were transcribed by the researcher, protecting the identities 
of respondents by removing any personal information from the text. The NVivo 9 
qualitative data analysis software was used throughout the analysis process. The 
coding process, that provides valid evidence that themes and topics are reoccurring 
throughout the transcripts, was also done by the researcher. This may be a limitation, 
as any new or unexpected codes may have not been immediately spotted. Although 
the semi-structured questionnaire had a list of pre-coded answers “the range of 
responses cannot be entirely predicted beforehand” (Sapsford, 1999, p.130) and 
therefore the coding was conducted during the interviews as well in the data analysis 
phase. The following section explains the limitations of this research phase. 
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3.2.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
Apart from limitations that a convenience sample was used throughout the 
recruitment phase, the respondents were predominantly residents of Queensland, and 
Brisbane’s metropolitan area in particular. Hence the selection of respondents might 
directly point to local trends of the region. In order to prevent a skewed sample it was 
further extended and distributed to local and international respondents. The sample 
of respondents covered different age groups, professions and lifestyles; the diversity 
of the sample in this case supported the strength of the research findings.   
Another limitation of the sample type is the category of respondents that were 
selected using purposeful random sampling, followed by probability sampling with 
quotas (regarding age, gender and place of residence) from a universe of consumers 
of digital technology products (Plowright, 2011; Dane, 1990; Patton, 1990). The 
sample was drawn from savvy online shoppers, screened about their last online 
purchase throughout the recruitment stage (eligible candidates had a confirmed e-
tailing purchase in the last 30 days) and, by that, indicating a certain level of 
proficiency with online financial transactions. If the sample was targeting more 
traditional shoppers, relying on traditional channels and not adept with new 
technologies (Nielsen, 2011), with no e-tailing purchases in the last 30 days, different 
results could be expected. Also, the sample was mostly made up of urban residents 
that had an abundance of commercial and public information sources at their 
disposal. If the research was conducted in areas where the situation was different, 
where people were relying on personal information sources more that on commercial 
(such as rural areas, underdeveloped economies, etc.), the results might not have 
been the same.  
The use of a mixed methods approach and sequential exploratory design starting with 
the qualitative and proceeding to the quantitative study (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 
1998; Myers and Oetzel, 2003; Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2011, Creswell, 2011), in 
this research project imposed another limitation. Conducting a qualitative study 
before the online survey rather than after may have led to a limited understanding of 
the quantitative results. However, in this particular case the priority was to 
understand consumer attitudes and use current information sources to create a valid 
questionnaire for the quantitative study. A follow-up qualitative exploration of 
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quantitative findings would be useful, but it is not necessary in a cross-sectional 
study such as this, where results present a snap-shot of the current situation. When it 
comes to rapidly changing technologies and the CE industry, the findings quickly 
become out-dated and obsolete. Nevertheless, the results revealed consumer 
behaviour patterns that may be valid for the current and emerging retailing models, 
as well as in other industries. The following section describes the quantitative study, 
the methodological approach, the questionnaire design, the sampling procedure, 
recruitment and field work.  
3.3 RESEARCH PHASE 3 – ONLINE SURVEY 
The third research phase, a quantitative study of consumers of digital technology 
products, was conducted from September 2011 until August 2012. The quantitative 
part of the research was a web-based survey. During the previous two project stages 
the research questions were established and the research tool of the quantitative study 
– the structured questionnaire – was tested and edited in order to better accommodate 
the requirements of the study. While the qualitative section of the study exposed 
consumer attitudes toward user generated content in the form of product reviews and 
ratings and their behaviour in the social media spaces, this part of the study was 
intended to collect quantitative data that will be integrated with the qualitative data at 
the interpretation phase (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998; Creswell, 2003).    
The character of this quantitative research was a cross-sectional exploratory study of 
consumers’ attitudes and behaviours. According to Adams and Schvaneveldt (1991), 
cross-sectional studies require a sufficient sample size and random sample “in order 
to depict accurately the characteristics of the cross-section at one point in time” 
(p.115). They consider this approach to be versatile and appropriate for studies that 
are limited in time and resources. Adams and Schvaneveldt also warn that cross-
sectional studies are not able to ‘access the change or development or trends that may 
occur over a period of time. Nonetheless, this type of study is appropriate for 
exploring attitudes and behaviour.   
The central premise was to discover to what extent consumers rely on user generated 
content, the perceived reliability of this content and the level of influence on 
consumers. Further, what type of user generated content was most popular among 
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consumers and what websites were the most frequently used for product related 
information searches or for posting of product reviews and ratings. Consequently it 
was necessary to find out to what degree consumers engaged in product reviewing 
processes on websites. Standard demographic and socio-economic questions and 
country of residence questions were included in the questionnaire to define the 
psychographic aspect of the sample in relation to the marketplace of their habitat 
(more specifically, the commercial information sources in particular markets). The 
full version of the questionnaire is available in Appendix VI. The following approach 
was adopted for this research phase.  
3.3.1 JUSTIFICATION FOR THE RESEARCH METHOD  
The online survey among consumers of digital technology products was a fitting 
method for descriptive studies that deliver interpretative phenomenological analysis 
(Smith et al., 2009). Hewson et al. (2003) warn that Internet mediated research 
methods, such as an online survey, depends on volunteer participants that may distort 
the sampling frame. Hewson et al., (2003) also argue that the sample obtained 
through this type of survey can be very large and diverse. Sapsford (1999) suggests 
that validity of the research findings can be evaluated through the validity of 
measurement, population validity and validity of design. 
1. validity of measurement – the extent to which the data constitute accurate 
measurements of what is supposed to be being measured; 
2. population validity  –  the extent to which the sample gives an accurate 
representation of the population which it is supposed to represent;  
3. validity of design  –  the extent to which the comparisons being made are 
appropriate to establish the arguments which rest on them.  
                                                                            (Ibid, p.9) 
For the purposes of this phase of the research project all three dimensions suggested 
by Sapsford were taken into consideration. The validity of measurement was ensured 
by using the appropriate research tool during the data collection phase; in this case 
the structured questionnaire was designed in a way that reduced any potential 
ambiguities occurring in the questions. The eligibility criterion (confirmed past 
purchase of digital technology products) was introduced at the beginning of the 
 70 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
questionnaire to provide validity of population. Validity of the research design is 
conducted throughout this whole phase of the research project by testing the findings 
of the qualitative study, research questions and hypothesis.  
3.3.2  METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH  
The quantitative or nomothetic approach (Colton and Covert, 2007, p.101) was 
chosen as a subsequent phase of the qualitative or idiographic research (Cone, 1986). 
The major constructs that emerged during the qualitative study were explained in 
detail to consumers at the beginning of the questionnaire. The online survey was 
conducted with reference to a specific type of consumer – people that had recently 
purchased or were planning to purchase a DTP. This selection criterion was 
introduced at the beginning of the questionnaire, asking specifically if the respondent 
was planning to purchase or had purchased a DTP in the past eighteen months and 
the retailing channel used for the purchase. The positive responses indicated that 
respondents already had recent purchasing experiences or had an intention to 
purchase a DTP in the near future. They were using websites with UGC like product 
reviews and ratings (Shim et al., 2001) during the information acquisition stage, 
emphasised by Chiang and Dholakia (2003) as an important step in the purchasing 
process.  
In the case of negative responses regarding the recent purchase or an intention to 
purchase, the respondent was not eligible for the study. At that point respondents 
were directed to the exit message and were issued a thankyou note, and the link to 
the questionnaire was closed. Positive responses to the selection criteria were directly 
linked to the next set of questions (regarding attitudes and behaviours) and the 
demographic section, which will be further explained in the next section. The 
following section describes the design of the questionnaire.  
3.3.3 QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN  
The structured questionnaire used in this study had six sections: introduction to 
research, screening section, key terms, main part of the questionnaire – consumers’ 
attitude and behaviour related questions, demographic segments and closing 
statement. The form of the questionnaire utilised the laddering technique (Hinkle, 
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1965) for developing sets of questions to provide an understanding of consumers’ 
attitude formation and behaviours.  
This was a self-administrated questionnaire with closed-ended and open-ended 
questions (Groves et al., 1992) and advanced logic (Key Survey). According to 
Adams and Schvaneveldt (1991) closed-ended questions are a suitable format to 
“classify or rank an individual’s attitudes or behaviour on some concern that is well 
understood and would have a common frame of reference to respondents”, while 
open-ended questions allow “greater depth of response”, and respondents are able to 
provide authentic information to given questions (p.201). However Adams and 
Schvaneveldt warn that “the investment of time, motivational level, and attentiveness 
needed to supply responses for open-ended items” normally result in a low level of 
response from respondents (p.201). While close-ended questions offer pre-
formulated responses as a less time consuming option, they may lead to situations 
where none of the offered responses actually relates to respondents’ personal 
situation, in which case they frequently choose ‘don’t know’ options . 
Self-administered questionnaires often fall under this typical paradigm and as a result 
researchers usually opt for only one type of question in order to accumulate a higher 
number of responses. Researchers suggest (Bradburn and Sudman, 1979) that some 
questions may evoke feelings of uneasiness among respondents, especially in 
sensitive topics (income levels, personal issues, socially controversial themes), which 
may cause distorted responses or lower response rates. Their suggestions for 
increasing response rates is to introduce longer and more detailed introductions to 
research topics, an open-ended format of questions, and allow respondents to use 
their own words.  
The questionnaire design was tested in a pilot study that had two phases. In the first 
phase the respondents were interviewed face-to-face and the questions from the 
structured questionnaire were explained by the researcher. After each conducted 
interview, the questions were adjusted according to the responses provided, based on 
reactions of respondents. In the second phase the questionnaires were self-
administered by respondents and the researcher measured the time required to 
respond to each question. The open-ended questions were, additionally, coded, and 
new items were added or were edited to place answers under the accurate options.  
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The questions for the online survey were finalised and approved after conducting 10 
pilot face-to-face and self-administered questionnaires. Data from these 
questionnaires is not included in the main data set. The main tool for data collection 
and management for the online survey was Key Survey Software, licensed by 
Queensland University of Technology.  
3.3.4 QUESTIONNAIRE  
In order to be able to integrate findings with the qualitative phase and establish 
differences among the targeted population of DTP consumers, the questionnaire had 
a following structure (the full version of the questionnaire is available in Appendix 
VI). 
 Introduction  
 Eligibility criteria 
 Invitation to participate 
 Participant Consent Information Sheet 
 QUT Human Research Ethics Committee Approval 
 Acceptance of conditions to participate 
 Screening section 
 Recent purchasing experience 
 Intention to purchase 
 Retailing channel of preference 
 Key terms 
 Product reviews 
 User recommendations 
 Product ratings 
 Automated recommendations 
 Digital technology products (DTP) 
 Consumer’s attitudes and behaviour 
 Triggers for interest in DTP 
 Information search paths 
 Perceived reliability of information sources 
 Relevant information in DTP category 
 Websites with news about DTP 
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 Evaluation of websites with news about DTP 
 Reason for starting the info search process 
 Purchasing occurrence for newly launched DTP 
 Satisfaction / dissatisfaction info dissemination 
 Reason for sharing / posting opinions 
 Mode of identity 
 Time and frequency of product evaluation 
 Social media websites for posting 
 Important product attributes 
 Demographics 
 Gender 
 Age group 
 Acquired education  
 Work status 
 Income earner status 
 Purchasing decision-making role 
 Possession of DTP 
 Country of residence 
 Closing statement 
 Thank you note 
 Prize draw info 
 Report 
 Participants’ contact & email address (optional) 
The first part of the questionnaire, the introduction section, explained the eligibility 
criteria (recent purchases or intention to purchase a DTP), gave an invitation to 
participate, stated the length of the survey, provided a participant consent 
information sheet, stated QUT Human Research Ethics Committee approval, and 
asked questions about the acceptance of conditions to participate.   
The screening section included two questions. The first question about the recent 
purchasing experience of the previous 18 months or the intention to purchase in the 
near future offered two options. Affirmative action would directly lead to the next 
section, while a negative answer would terminate the survey link. The second 
question inquired about the customary retail channel for purchases of digital 
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technology products, in order to establish the practice of purchasing through online 
or traditional retailers of digital technology products.  
The third section provided definitions of the key terms used in the main section of 
the questionnaire and included product reviews, user recommendations, ratings of 
products, automated recommendations and digital technology products (DTP).    
The fourth part of the questionnaire incorporated questions relevant to consumers’ 
attitudes toward user generated content and their behaviour, and their participation 
in, and contribution to, user created product reviews and ratings. The questions 
inquired about triggers for interest in DTP, information search paths, reliability of 
information sources, relevant information in DTP category, websites that provide 
news in DTP category and their evaluation, reason for starting the information search 
process, purchasing occurrence in regards to launching of new DTP. This was 
followed by questions about practices regarding purchasing satisfaction / 
dissatisfaction, information dissemination offline or online, reason for posting / 
sharing opinion online, mode of posting identity (anonymous, screen name, real 
identity), time and frequency of sharing product evaluation / opinion, utilised social 
media websites for posting of reviews, opinions / comments, and rating of important 
product attributes (price, availability, mode of delivery, warranty, delivery speed, 
servicing options, brand, customer service). 
The demographic section of the survey included questions about gender, age group, 
acquired education, work status, income earner status, purchasing decision-making 
role in the household, possession of DTP in the households, and the country of 
residence.  
The last part of the questionnaire included a closing statement and a thankyou note. 
This section also incorporated a message about the prize draw and the possibility of 
receiving a copy of the research report. For that purpose, an additional section of data 
(including names and e-mail addresses) was kept separately from the main data set. 
This part of the data was stored independently in order to protect the anonymity of 
respondents and was used for prize drawing purposes as numerical data only.     
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3.3.5 SAMPLING PROCEDURE 
The quantitative part of the research – a web-based survey by invitation and referral 
– used screening questions to determine the eligibility of respondents to participate in 
the study. The sample size of this study was 500 responses from consumers of DTP, 
located in 31 countries and above the age of 18 (adults). Once the 500 responses 
were collected, no new ‘invitations to participate’ were sent out. The cluster 
sampling (by invitation through researcher’s contacts) had certain disadvantages 
(Sapsford, 1999) as the sampling units were more likely to be connected to some 
degree through personal connections (referrals) and consequently there was an 
increased chance that the results would show the specificities of these groups 
(Christakis and Fowler, 2009). However, this sample size, compared to cost of 
recruiting additional respondents, was appropriate (Sudman, 1976 in Adams and 
Schvaneveldt, 1991) for establishing the predominant sources of information for 
consumers of DTP during the information search phase of the purchasing process.  
The screening section was introduced in order to establish the eligibility of 
respondents to participate in the survey. The eligibility criteria called for respondents 
to have had a confirmed purchase within the last eighteen months or had planned a 
purchase in the near future, assuming that they were able to recall their practices and 
their usage of information sources throughout the process. The targeted participants, 
a criterion sample (Patton, 1990), were consumers of digital technology products 
such as mobile phones, personal computers, printers, cameras, electronic books, MP3 
players, who had purchased a new DTP in the past 18 months, or were considering 
purchasing a DTP in the near future. In the screening stage of the survey the pre-
requirement was that they had to be visitors of DTP reviews and ratings websites, 
and have visited these websites in the past. These respondents were considered to use 
common determinates (such as price, availability, product rating) when evaluating 
products and were considered to have similar reasons for using the product reviews 
and ratings websites. The respondents were recruited using the following methods.  
3.3.6 SURVEY LAUNCH AND RECRUITMENT 
The survey was launched in September 2011 and was open for data collection until 
August 2012, in total 11 months. The survey was conducted in the English language, 
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and the respondents of the survey were located in 31 countries worldwide. The data 
collection process for this part of the study took place online. Participation in the 
survey was promoted by sending electronic invitations by e-mail, distributed through 
online communities, promoted by QUT newsletter, and advertised on a social 
networking site – Facebook.  
Participants of the online survey were recruited through invitation by email or 
invitation by advertising on Facebook. The purposeful sampling approach was 
chosen in order to be able to recruit a specific type of consumer, and for that purpose 
the eligibility criteria was imposed (recent purchases or intention to purchase a DTP, 
utilisation of product reviews and ratings Figure 9). Methods of viral sampling were 
also employed (Plowright, 2011). Whiles similar to snowballing, viral sampling is a 
more suitable name for recruitment through computer mediated communication 
channels (Blaikie, 2000). The recruited respondents were asked to pass on the 
invitation to anyone they knew that would fit the profile of the DTP and product 
reviews and ratings user.    
The invitation included a short description of the research, indicating the length of 
the questionnaire. It was explained that their participation was voluntary and they 
may withdraw from the survey at any stage of the questionnaire. It was indicated that 
there are no right or wrong answers and they may take as long as was necessary to 
think about their answers. They could skip those questions to which they didn’t know 
the answer or didn’t apply to them. Respondents were informed that the act of 
entering the online survey was considered as acceptance of the conditions explained 
previously, at which point they had to click the “I accept” button in order to proceed 
further.  
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FIGURE 9 TARGETED SAMPLE AND CRITERIA 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
 
The e-mail invitations were sent in several waves and included the solicitation to 
pass on the invite to contacts in their social groups. Each wave lasted between a 
week and two weeks, allowing time for respondents to act on invitations and to pass 
on the message to their social contacts.  
The Facebook advertising campaign had three waves. The first wave was initiated by 
the QUT newsletter that reported the research and invited readers to participate in the 
survey. The second wave was a promotion of the survey through personal networks 
of the researcher among Facebook ‘friends’, followed by an advertising campaign in 
English speaking countries. The campaign was designed according to the Facebook 
advertising format – 150 characters (English) and 110x180 pixels picture.   
3.3.7 DATA COLLECTION AND PRESENTATION 
The questionnaire used in this survey featured open-ended and closed-ended 
questions, but also allowed respondents to skip questions that were not applicable in 
the particular case or situation they were referring to while answering them. This 
approach was adopted following Hewson et al. (2003) advice that structured 
questions may lead to attrition of respondents. The instructions at the beginning of 
the questionnaire advised that if respondents did not understand a question, were not 
comfortable answering a question, or a question did not apply to their particular case 
then they would be given the option to skip that item and continue to the next 
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question. In cases when respondents were not able to choose from any of the pre-
formatted answers, the open-ended option was added at the end of the list so that 
they could express opinions in their own words. These flexible rules resulted in 
different response rates across the data set. Although the number of participants was 
500, each question had a specific response rate per each listed item.  
In addition, respondents were instructed to reply to questions that applied to their 
particular case, skipping questions that were not relevant to them, or for which they 
didn’t have an answer. Allowing this condition throughout the survey resulted in the 
number of collected responses varying across questions. Bethlehem (1999) warns 
that partial non-response in some cases may lead to over or under-representation of 
some groups in the population, and this may skew data as these groups have different 
characteristics.  
Several techniques were introduced in the survey design in order to reduce partial 
non-response. Additionally, each question had a number of items evaluated on the 5-
point scale that allowed the imputation of data. Imputation technique allocated 
missing values by prediction. As explained by Kalton and Kasprzyk (1986, cited in 
Bethlehem, 1999, p.132) there are several methods for how this can be achieved, for 
the data set presented in the following text the ‘imputation of the mean’ method was 
utilised. Bethlehem (1999) defines the imputation of the mean technique as the 
process where available mean values of the variable are assigned to all missing 
responses. Data presented in tables will display the exact number of responses per 
variable. 
Further, Dane (1990) suggests that self-administered surveys lack the mechanisms to 
account for inconsistent or incomplete responses. He recommends the Total Design 
Method (Dillman, 1978, cited in Dane, 1990) for ensuring the highest possible 
response rates. The Total Design Method entails that the research instrument is “well 
organized and easy to complete, and it attempts to reward respondents by offering 
them copies of the research results” (ibid, 1990, p.134). Following this principle, the 
respondents were offered an electronic copy of the final report at the end of the 
survey.  
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The quantitative data findings are discussed in detail in Chapter 5, while Figure 10 
provides an overview of the approach to data presentation and displays the 
following: the evaluation of items on 5 point scales in percentage (%), mean value, 
standard deviation, mean values presented with scales-ranked result per mean, 
number of responses (n) per variable.  
 
 
FIGURE 10 PRESENTATION STYLE OF QUANTITATIVE DATA 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
 
3.3.8 DATA ANALYSIS  
The Key Survey software was used during the data collection phase and for 
monitoring participation and response rates during the data collection period. For the 
purposes of data analysis, this part of the research utilised MS Excel spread sheet 
application. This allowed calculations, manipulation of data sets with pivot tables 
and graphic displays of results. Before starting data analysis the coding of open-
ended questions took place. The next stage was data filtering, data sorting and the 
calculation of mean values and standard deviations.  
3.4 CONCLUSION  
The mixed methods research study described above was a combination of qualitative 
and quantitative research methodologies. During the qualitative part of the study, 43 
consumers of digital technology products – Internet savvy respondents from 
Australia, Asia and Europe – were interviewed. The quantitative part of the study 
surveyed 500 international respondents who were consumers of digital technology 
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products with confirmed research purchases in the past 18 months or an intention to 
purchase in the future, and who utilised product reviews and ratings or actively 
posted and evaluated products online.   
Ethical aspects 
This research was considerate of all aspects of protecting personal information 
divulged by respondents and used established privacy criteria. Several steps were 
taken to protect personal data. The names of the respondents were not required as 
part of the data collection process. In cases when respondents wanted to do so, in 
order to participate in a prize draw, they were able to leave their contact details at the 
end of the survey. Names and e-mail addresses were collected and stored separately 
from data set from the questionnaire. The participants of in-depth interviews were 
given codes and their names were not mentioned during the data coding, analysis or 
reporting stages of the project. Responses were presented as the cumulative results of 
the age groups to ensure identities were not traceable through individual responses. 
The findings of the qualitative study will be described in the following chapter.   
 Chapter 4: Qualitative Findings 81 
Chapter 4: QUALITATIVE FINDINGS 
The previous chapter described the research methodology and data collection 
methods for both studies, while the results will be presented in the next two chapters. 
This chapter presents the research findings from a qualitative study of in-depth 
interviews with 43 consumers, users of digital technology products. The next chapter 
will introduce the results of the quantitative study – the online survey.  
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4.1 QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS  
The literature suggests that consumers in the age of the Internet utilise online product 
reviews and ratings (PRR), to exchange know-how, to evaluate products, to compare 
prices, to establish value for money or to learn about technical aspects of products 
(Gruen et al., 2005; Park and Kim, 2008; Shao, 2008; Heinonen, 2011, Chen et al., 
2011). The proliferation of websites that offer this type of information led to 
assumptions that any type of PRR posted online can influence consumers and, 
consequently, be persuasive, to some extent, in their purchasing decision-making 
process. This interpretivist study was set to reveal how different forms of PRR were 
used by consumers, what were their attitudes toward this type of UCC, and to what 
extent they found them reliable and valuable in their information searches when 
considering a purchase. Further, the motivations, drivers and barriers to participation 
of consumers in PRR websites were also investigated. 
The research began by looking at attitudes of consumers toward UCC and PRR, and 
their behaviour in social media space. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) argued that 
reflective research has two characteristics: interpretation and reflection. 
Interpretation delivers respondents’ statements, researchers’ observations, and 
measurements becoming the forefront of the research work. Reflection on the other 
hand turns attention ‘inwards’ and leads interpretations towards the research context. 
The important distinctiveness of this qualitative approach is that it begins “from the 
perspective and actions of the subjects studied, while quantitative studies typically 
proceed from the researcher’s ideas about the dimensions and categories which 
should constitute the central focus” (Bryman, 1989 cited in Alvesson and Sköldberg, 
2000, p.4). Through qualitative comparative analysis of 43 interviews it was 
discovered that certain behavioural patterns have emerged. In the spirit of the 
grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1992; Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 
1994, 1998) that emphasises the exploratory function of the qualitative research 
method, these patterns were discovered, revised and compared. Consequently, the 
results have revealed that a new concept of consumers’ online behaviour when using 
product reviews and ratings of digital technology products is emerging from data. 
This model will be explained in more details in section 4.6.1 of this chapter.  
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4.1.1 QUALITATIVE STUDY - FIELDWORK  
The sample for this part of the study consisted of 43 participants – consumers of 
digital technology products in different markets. The length of the interviews 
depended on respondents’ activities and involvement in searching the Web for user 
created PRR and their participation in posting UCC. A pre-tested semi-structured 
discussion guide was used throughout the interviewing process. The respondents 
were asked for permission to be audio recorded and were given waivers to sign 
accepting the conditions under which the data was presented, as anonymous quotes 
and cumulative results.  
The data was collected through in-depth interviewing process, exploring their use of 
offline and online information sources when looking for information about DTP. 
After conducting interviews with Australian consumers some issues regarding 
conditions of the local market were identified. The preliminary findings suggested 
that relevant factors such as the development of local retailing channels, the 
availability of products, local marketing and advertising activities, and online 
shopping habits might influence the respondents’ attitude toward UCC. The sample 
was expanded and included respondents from different locations (America, Asia and 
Europe). However, the findings showed that there were no particular differences in 
consumers’ perception and usage of UCC in different countries, perhaps due to a fact 
that all respondents came from economies with high Internet penetration rates and 
use of online published content. Additionally, the features of most DTP were only 
varying across international markets, and it was suggested that consumers used both 
local and international websites to access information about products or, ultimately, 
had similar online searching methods. Further, because consumers at various life 
stages have dissimilar interests and habits, or are engaged in different activities, the 
sample was distributed across different age groups. 
4.1.2 THE SAMPLE – DIVISION OF AGE GROUPS 
The sample for this study was divided into four age groups. The first age group 
included participants from 18 to 25 years, the second group from 26 to 35 years, the 
third group from 36 to 45 years of age, and the fourth group was created from 
participants starting from 46 years and older.  
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TABLE 4 IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS SAMPLE SIZE BY AGE GROUPS AND GENDER 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
Regarding the age differentiation among the respondents, the initial assumption was 
that there would be significantly lower usage of online content among older 
consumers. The assumption was based on research conducted between 2006 and 
2008 by Pew Internet and American Life Project, which explored Internet usage 
across different age groups. The study found that over half of the adult Internet users 
were aged between 18 and 44 years with an increasing number of seniors continuing 
to join the online population (Jones and Fox, 2009). This report indicated significant 
variations in Internet usage between age groups and their participation in online 
activities. While Internet users under 44 were more active in instant messaging, 
social networking and blogging, e-mails were the most popular communication tool 
among older respondents (44 years and above). Younger respondents, under 32 years 
of age, were predominantly searching online for entertainment or socialising through 
social networking sites, the older age group, from 33 and above, were leading in 
online shopping (ibid). These differences in Internet usage between age groups were 
strong indicators that consumers may consume and eventually utilise user created 
content such as PRR in different ways. Additionally, consumers may be exposed to 
these or other forms of online content for longer or shorter periods of time depending 
on their Internet habits. As a consequence, online content like PRR may have 
different levels of impact on their purchasing decision-making process.  
Further, the sample was distributed equally between genders. According to a study 
that examined the abilities of men and women to conduct online searches, there were 
no significant differences between the genders regarding the ability to find content 
online (Hargittai and Shafer, 2006). The disparities occurred mainly due to 
differences in age, level of education and experience with the medium (ibid). To 
comply with these findings the sample of this research project was nearly equally 
split between the genders, with 21 female and 22 male respondents, but significantly 
varied across education, professions, personal interests and the lifestyles of 
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respondents. Accordingly, one of the aims of the study was to discover if there were 
any differences in regards to gender - how consumers perceived and utilised PRR, or 
participated in dissemination of WOM or posting of PRR online.   
4.1.3 OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS ACROSS AGE GROUPS 
It is important to stress that the qualitative findings failed to indicate any particular 
difference among genders. Both genders reported similar attitudes and behaviour 
regarding user created PRR. As suggested by previous research (Luck and Mathews, 
2009) the main differences appeared among different age groups and according to 
the type of online product related info-searching style that consumers were deploying 
as part of their personal researching strategy. For this reason the findings explicitly 
reported on these main differences across four age groups in this section. 
The next part of the chapter details the qualitative findings from in-depth interviews, 
indicating major differentiations among four age groups across the following issues: 
attitudes toward user created content, perceived trustworthiness of online PRR, 
reliability of online and offline information sources, and participation in posting of 
online PRR. These issues were explored by learning about shopping practices of 
respondents in regards to any type of product. The online shopping in this case refers 
to any type of shopping practice conducted and paid online regardless of the mode of 
delivery, such as: travel bookings, digital technology products (consumer electronics, 
hardware or software), durable goods, fast moving consumer goods, furniture, cars, 
services (beauty, hairdressing, therapies). In order to specify differences between age 
groups the following section details the general usage of Internet content and 
shopping methods used.  
4.1.4 INTRODUCTION TO CONSUMERS’ ONLINE BEHAVIOUR 
Online shopping practices were found to differ across age groups. The participants 
from the youngest age group, 18-25 years, found online prices to be cheaper and 
therefore more affordable. The waiting time for delivery was not an issue and, in 
general, they felt comfortable using online retailing channels. The age groups 26-35 
and 36-45 years had a similar attitude toward online retailing. The oldest age group, 
above 46 years, was not comfortable shopping online and preferred to purchase 
products in traditional stores. The participants of this age group were occasionally 
involved in extensive information searches, devoting days and weeks to that activity, 
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but eventually would go to bricks and mortar stores to buy a product. Interestingly, 
one of the reasons why the oldest age group preferred to shop in traditional stores 
was because they were able to bargain with local retailers or to ‘price match’ items, a 
practice some retailers offered in order to stay ahead of online competitors.  
Age groups I, II and III had participants engaged in posting online content, while 
members of group IV didn’t participate in such activities. While the youngest age 
group, 18 to 25 years, reported more intensive usage of online content in their 
everyday activities, through social networking, online shopping, reading e-zines and 
blogs, the other three age groups also reported exhaustive online activities in the area 
of reading online news, shopping and communicating (through VOIP applications). 
The low involvement with social networking websites among some respondents was 
explained by the lack of time due to being busy at work, and going online was 
considered to be leisure time. However, there was an apparent difference in intensity 
of search related to product price or availability. For example, the respondents from 
the older age groups (groups III and IV) spent more time in researching less available 
products, while respondents from younger age groups (groups I and II) spent more 
time looking for better prices.  
TABLE 5 ONLINE SHOPPING AND SEARCHING STYLES BY AGE GROUPS 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
Group I 
18-25 years 
Posting online content; 
Intensive multi-device usage of online content;  
Social networking;  
Reading e-zines & blogs; 
Online shopping; 
High price sensitivity;   
Longer online searches; 
Use of user created PRR; 
Longer exposure to online content, particularly on SN sites; 
Group II 
26-35 years 
Posting online content; 
Reading online news; 
Communicating (VOIP); 
Online shopping;  
Lower price sensitivity (than Group I);  
Extensive browsing of online stores; 
Use of user created PRR, forums; 
Longer exposure to e-WOM; 
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Group III 
36-45 years 
Some posting of online content; 
Reading online news; 
Online shopping;  
Communicating (VOIP); 
Higher disposable income;  
Extensive online searches; 
Use of user created PRR, forums; 
Longer exposure to e-WOM;  
Group IV 
46 years and above 
Not posting online content; 
Occasionally reading online news (prefers newspapers); 
Communicating (VOIP); 
Extensive online product related searches; 
Purchasing products in traditional stores;  
Low price sensitivity; 
Use of user created PRR; 
Shorter exposure to online content; 
It was found there were significant differences in how users used the Internet in their 
everyday life. These differences mostly reflect usage of online content in general and 
in their shopping practices. The following findings relate to overall usage of Internet 
for the four age groups. 
Age group 18- 25 years 
The youngest age group, 18 to 25 years of age, stated that they used Internet via 
several access points, but where smart phones were available this was the most 
utilised device used for Web browsing, especially during commuting time. Within 
this group, social networking was reported as an extensive and everyday activity, 
followed by news reading, web browsing and online shopping. Within this age 
group, social networking took place both online and offline, and when asked about 
the size of their social circles they referred to two separate figures: friends and 
Facebook (FB) friends. Given that this age group at the time of the study was 
studying or working part-time or were in entry level jobs (lower income levels), they 
had limited budgets and disposable incomes compared to other age groups. Due to 
these financial restraints, this group spent more time searching for better prices and 
value for money products. As a result of their limited budgets, price sensitivity was a 
high priority, demonstrating that they would invest more time in online searches 
looking for better offers and product substitutes. 
 88 Chapter 4: Qualitative Findings 
Age group 26-35 years 
The age group from 26 to 35 years reported intensive usage of Internet for everyday 
activities. Considering that this age group had less free time because they had full-
time jobs their online activities were focused on online news, forums and blogs, 
online store browsing and shopping, keeping in touch with friends and family.  
Within this group price sensitivity was somewhat lower, instead stating product 
availability and warranty as important issues. Additionally, within this group, 
Amazon product reviews and online forums were popular, while searches on Google 
were conducted for price and model comparisons.   
Age group 36-45 years 
The age group from 36 to 45 years regularly used the Internet for work, 
entertainment and staying in touch with their social circles – from schools, 
universities, previous jobs, hobbies and family members. Their browsing paths 
started from websites of manufacturers, forums, product reviews or websites 
recommended by someone they knew. While using search engines, this group 
scrolled through 1-2 ‘googled’ pages, and if they were not satisfied with the offered 
listings would switch to Bing or Yahoo!, which was usually the third search engine 
alternative. The time dedicated to search was longer within this group, sometimes 
going on for weeks. Considering their life stage, potentially higher disposable 
income (in double income households) and type of purchased products (household 
durables, cars, real estate properties) the time dedicated to online research correlated 
to the level of expenditure. As such, this group had longer and more intensive 
exposure to various forms of online content.  
Age group 46 years and above 
The age group from 46 years and older used the Internet for reading news, personal 
communication and, to a lesser extent, shopping. This group conducted their product 
related online searches before visiting bricks and mortar stores, while the actual 
purchasing act was conducted in them. This group showed a strong preference 
toward traditional stores over online retailers. However, if particular products were 
not widely, or at all, available in local stores, they were happy to conduct purchases 
online. The use of product reviews was noticeable, especially in product categories 
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that were the focus of their interest. Nevertheless, this group showed no interest in 
participating in or contributing to posting product reviews. Respondents in this group 
were the least price sensitive, and indulged in hobbies or planning their holidays and 
travelling. This group reported lower levels of trust toward online content in general, 
at the same time evaluating their friends and family as less reliable than other groups. 
The overall exposure to online content was shorter in this group, spending less time 
online. Reading print editions of newspapers was common, despite the fact that some 
respondents frequently used electronic devices for reading e-books.  
4.1.5 SUMMARY  
As we can see from the above overview regarding online searching and shopping 
habits across four age groups there are distinctive differences regarding how the 
Internet was used when searching for information about products, what type of user 
created content was more frequently used and how online searches led to exposure to 
content from different information sources across age groups. While these age 
specific differences may not be definite for larger populations, these findings indicate 
several important issues:  
 The youngest age group (18-25 years) spent a lot of online time on social 
networking sites or looking for better offers and lower prices when 
considering a purchase. Their exposure to online marketing content was 
somewhat less, compared to the influence of word of mouth from their 
friends. 
 The 26-35 years age group had greater exposure to online published content 
through news and shopping sites, and frequently mentioned Amazon product 
reviews and forums. As a consequence, this group may have been influenced 
through word of mouth information in forums and user created product 
reviews on Amazon.com but, at the same time, also influenced by advertising 
on news and shopping websites, which was present in their daily routines. 
 The 36-45 years age group reported changing search engines frequently, 
utilising alternatives in their online search practices, and as such had the 
shortest exposure to Google advertising due to using Bing or Yahoo!. This 
group had the longest research time prior to purchasing, relying mainly on 
online retailing websites (aka e-tailers) and UC PRR, and as such had the 
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greatest exposure to advertising content on e-tailing websites and word of 
mouth information through forums and blogs. 
 The oldest age group, above 46 years, showed a preference toward traditional 
retailers, meaning that they might be under the greater influence of shopping 
assistants at points of sale, but were, at the same time, influenced by in-store 
promotions or special offers. This group spent less time online and had a 
shorter exposure to online content, but had more opportunities to be 
influenced by advertising through traditional media. The members of this 
group put the least amount of trust in word of mouth information from their 
friends. 
The differences in online behaviour between age cohorts described above are 
depicted in the next figure. The exposure and consumption of online content, 
electronic WOM, advertising, and user created PRR are indicated for each age 
group.  
 
FIGURE 11 EXPOSURE TO AND INFLUENCE OF WOM AND ADVERTISING BY AGE GROUPS 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
The specific differences depicted across age groups were in regard to how 
respondents used Internet in their everyday chores related to work or leisure, or how 
they communicated with friends or family, looked for online information and 
shopped. Other aspects of participants’ behaviour and attitudes were not particularly 
Group I 
•Influence of 
WOM from 
F&F. 
• Long 
exposure to 
ads in SN 
sites. 
Group II 
•Consumption 
of UCC on 
Amazon and 
online 
forums. 
•Exposure to 
news stories 
and online 
ads. 
Group III 
•Influence of 
eWOM in 
forums and 
blogs. 
•Exposure to 
UCC and ads 
on e-tailing 
sites. 
Group IV 
•Low influence 
of WOM from 
F&F. 
•Short 
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online 
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related to their age. In the following section the findings will be presented as an 
overview in regards to topics and research questions. 
4.2 USAGE OF UCC IN THE FORM OF PRR (RQ 1) 
In response to the research question: if, when and how consumers utilise user created 
content in a form of product reviews and ratings as information source when 
researching digital technology products, the respondents reported that user created 
PRR were a very popular category for learning about DTP, providing useful and 
relevant information. Even among the oldest age group, which reported lower usage 
of UCC, this type of content was found to be useful. Respondents’ views about how 
they used consumer created PRR follows. 
Female respondent, age group up to 25 years: 
...usually when I’m about to buy electronics: a mobile phone, a camera or a 
laptop I always read users’ reviews and comments. For example, if the 
product is user friendly, if it has any defects, or just to find out which model 
is better. Those comments are very important to me... Through product 
reviews people can say whatever they want about products, positive and 
negative, good or bad. 
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
These people that review [products] are pretty much after the same thing that 
I would be after. I look for people whose vision kind of matches what I would 
expect from products. And then I would get a number of them [user created 
product reviews] because I wouldn’t want to rely on a single person. If I get a 
consensus from all these people that state the same thing, then I can safely 
say this product isn’t bad or this product is bad. It’s good to get more than 
one opinion. I do find them useful that way. 
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
The information that I receive [when reading user created product reviews] 
is generally more relevant to my questions. 
Male respondent, age group above 46 years: 
 92 Chapter 4: Qualitative Findings 
...I find them useful when specifically looking for something [a particular 
product]. The easiest way to find information or learn about new products is 
to go online and see what others are saying. 
Throughout the research process it was discovered that consumers utilise different 
online search techniques, mainly depending on their focus of interest: product 
category, specific products, brands and price range. The next section describes 
different search paths undertaken by consumers when starting their online searches. 
4.2.1 ONLINE SEARCHING PATHS  
Three main paths were identified in regards to how consumers utilise UCC in the 
form of PRR when conducting their online searches to learn about digital technology 
products. The first type was by using search engines, the second type was by going to 
a particular website that consumers had previous experience with, and the third type 
was a complex search using different types of UCC (PRR, manuals, video 
instructions and similar) and several different types of websites (Figure 12). These 
three search paths will be examined in detail in the following section. 
 
 
FIGURE 12 ONLINE SEARCHING STYLES 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
1. Search engines 
The first type of information search practice, starting research by using search 
engines, was observed to be popular among all respondents. The majority of 
respondents reported that search engine utilisation, in most cases, was a starting point 
of their searches. A number of respondents additionally reported that they did not use 
• Search engines: Google, Bing, 
Yahoo! Type I 
• Direct access to known websites: 
Amazon, eBay, tech-blogs, forums Type II 
• Combination of UCC types: SE, 
forums, YouTube, corporate websites Type III 
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forums or blogs, and accordingly had lower exposure to electronic WOM. This is 
how respondents described it. 
Female respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
I usually start my searches by using Google, and while there I often discover 
some interesting sites where I end up spending plenty of time. It’s interesting 
and time-consuming at the same time. But when I don’t have too much time I 
like to focus and finish quickly. So, I go directly to a website that I know and 
do my business as fast as possible.  Or if I’m not sure which site to use I start 
my search with Google and then click on a relevant site. Sometimes it takes 
several clicks to find what I’m looking for.  
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I actually use the Google product search a lot. I do occasionally use Google 
to search for more specialised stuff, often looking around for some opinions 
and products before I buy them. 
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
Normally I just Google the product first. Try to find out different product 
reviews and compare them. Based on those reviews I choose the product and 
decide which one I’m going to buy. I also have several specific websites that I 
use that are specialised in reviewing electronic products. 
The first type of online searches would begin by using the search engines, 
superficially scanning the listings and choosing only those websites that appeared to 
be relevant to their inquiry to conduct more in-depth research. If the offered listings 
did not provide acceptable quality of offered websites, the consumers would scroll 
between 2 and 5 pages before giving up their search. Consequently they would 
change the search term, or change the search engine, or type in particular http 
addresses to go directly to a particular webpage and discontinue their inquiry by 
search engine. Expressions “previous positive experience with a website”, “relevant 
information to my inquiry”, “exactly what I am looking for” were used by 
respondents to describe what was considered as satisfactory in regards to quality of 
information. The following testimonials portray the process in more detail.  
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Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
The web-search listings [delivered by search engines] usually lead to 
websites that I’m familiar with, or I have used them before, so I would 
immediately know if it will be useful to use a suggested site... But if I don’t get 
what I’m looking for on Yahoo I’ll try Google or Bing. It usually doesn’t take 
too long to find what I’m looking for, by the fifth page tops. But if that doesn’t 
work, eventually I’ll just start typing the website address and get suggestions 
from my browsing history. 
Female respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
 If I don’t find the right thing after two pages [Google top search listings] I 
usually give up. 
Starting the online search by using a search engine (SE) was a common info-
searching style across the sample, in which case consumers were potentially exposed 
to, or under the influence of, ads presented next to search results. The consumers, 
although they may not be aware of it, were reminded of products or brands. 
Consequently these reminders may lead to brand recalls and influence their online 
search paths. Although the use of SE was a popular method, it was not the only 
technique respondents used to find product related information on websites. Two 
other types of searches, such as going to a particular website and using a combination 
of various types of websites, were also viable methods to learn about products. 
2. Direct access to known information-rich websites 
The second style, common among a number of interviewees, was typing a http 
address of a particular website that the respondents recurrently used, such as online 
forums, tech blogs and retailers. The search engines were used to extend the search, 
compare prices and to look up alternatives. Due to the settings of online spaces in 
which they were conducting their searches and time spent on indicated websites, 
these respondents were exposed to electronic WOM suggestions to a greater extent 
than those that used search engines more intensively. They described it in the 
following manner: 
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
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When I’m actively searching I would start the search through a [particular] 
website but before that to become aware of the products I would go to online 
forums or [engage in] face-to-face discussions with people. So they tell me 
what I might be interested in, and then I’ll use Google to go to [product] 
reviews websites, especially for consumer electronics. 
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
My searches start from eBay, because I often buy things on eBay... I recently 
bought some toys as gifts and went to the Lego site first to check what parents 
are saying about those toys. 
This online searching style was initiated by going to a particular website that 
provided information pertinent to consumers’ inquiries. Pertinence was depicted as 
“appropriate information”, “high-quality analysis”, “knowledgeable community”, 
“helpful discussions” and “expertise”. The most popular websites for this type of 
search pathway were reported to be forums, tech blogs or online tech magazines as a 
starting point in learning about products. In this category the most prominent website 
featuring user created PRR was Amazon. The online retailer was reportedly widely 
used by respondents to find out more about products’ technical aspects and 
capabilities, to compare prices or delivery options, and to read user created product 
handling testimonies. In addition tech blogs and online magazines were described by 
respondents as providing professional assessments of products, and forum 
discussions were mentioned as being “very insightful”, “offering users’ side of the 
story”, “contributing with creative solutions for tricky tech issues”. The use of UCC 
and related practices are depicted in more detail here. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I often use them [forums] a lot after I bought something. It is like a 
troubleshooting thing, like I’m having this problem and wonder if everyone 
else is? Then I go and see if anyone else is having the same problems. My 
partner often tries to influence me to check a little more thoroughly before I 
buy something. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
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I read them [forums] carefully and look for a more general vibe. I take more 
seriously the opinion of those people that have been part of the community 
longer. Unless of course, if they have demonstrated previously that their 
opinion is not worth much.  
Male respondent, age group above 46 years: 
I find them [forums] useful for this kind of [technical] problem, because there 
is always someone who must’ve had a similar problem...I would consider 
them as providing valid information pertaining to consumers’ experience of 
services or products. They are not scientifically credible (laughter) but they 
are peoples’ experiences. 
Male respondent, age group above 46 years: 
I appreciate when some technical help is provided on those sites [forums], 
specifically if people are talking about experiences they had with products. I 
hate it when they say ‘I like Sony’ or ‘I like Apple’, that doesn’t say anything. 
But when someone is talking about how they handled some technical glitches 
or had a product which exploded, that is really interesting stuff that I find 
useful. 
This search path to UCC was apparently popular among respondents that were 
frequently spending more time reading the online content, posting the UCC or 
participating in discussions. This indicates that less structured or less formal forms of 
WOM information require certain skills to allocate or decode them, but eventually 
previous experience and practice makes this process less intricate. The next type of 
online searching style was a complex method of utilising several online info-sources 
while combining information to achieve more in-depth understanding of a product 
and market in general.  
3. Mixed type of searching styles 
The third type of online search was a combination of previously explained types, but 
in the form of a more complex search across websites and different types of UCC.  
This is how one of the respondents described this type of online searching style.  
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Male respondent, age group above 46 years: 
I started my research by using the Google search, then I went to some self-
help forums... Then I went to YouTube, and so I started to look for videos on 
how people are doing it. Then I went to a company website, the company that 
produces that particular product. So, it was a more complicated process of 
learning about that product, because it was an expensive purchase, but I 
found at the end what I was looking for. 
This style was typically utilised by consumers during the high involvement searching 
phase. The literature depicts high involvement purchases as a type of problem-
solving situation with high personal importance for consumers and, accordingly, a 
higher amount of risk involved (Patterson, 1993). Consequently, the post purchase 
evaluation of high involvement purchases is identified as being more intense 
(Grønhaug, 1977), and the word of mouth information spread by those highly-
involved product evaluators may have stronger impacts on other consumers engaged 
in high involvement purchases (Assael, 1987 cited in Patterson, 1993). This suggests 
that high involvement purchases instigate more in-depth searches, but at the same 
time lead to possible participation of consumers by posting their personal post 
purchase evaluation of products. 
As detailed above, searching styles significantly differed among respondents. 
Consumers used different techniques to allocate UCC relevant to their searches, 
while at the same time being exposed to various forms of online advertising or word 
of mouth information. Consumers utilised PRR as a reference throughout the 
information searching phase. Additionally, it was found that respondents had 
different attitudes toward types of UCC, and they used it in different ways 
throughout the process of collecting information about products, as will be explained 
in the next section. 
4.2.2 PERCEPTIONS OF UCC 
The respondents were familiar with all types of UCC but the popularity and 
frequency of usage of Amazon and eBay’s product reviews was very high. 
Respondents additionally named several online forums as very popular communities 
and online spaces, frequently visited when searching for digital technology products: 
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Whirlpool.com.au, Overclockers.com.au, and Ozbargain.com.au. The following 
comments explain it in this manner.  
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
Online on Amazon you have a wide selection of product recommendations 
and ratings that can help you choose the right product. When you go 
shopping to shops you have to rely on your own experience, you can’t seek 
any advice from other shoppers.  
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
Whirlpool forums are a great community website with not only reviews but 
also personal advice and comments regarding the usage of products. The 
community has a certain level of expertise that is very helpful for the 
technical side of products.  You can learn a lot of stuff by just reading the 
posted threads. The members are quite cooperative and supportive; it feels 
like there you can find answers for whatever issue. Overclockers and 
Ozbargain [forums] are great too; you can find some useful tips there. 
While the positive attitudes toward user created content was reported across the 
sample, some opposite opinions were expressed among respondents about their 
perception of the usefulness of this type of content. 
Male respondent, age group above 46 years: 
I hate forums; they never tell me what I want to know. They are just peoples’ 
opinions [laughter]. I don’t hate them, but I don’t mind them... but they are 
not very technical. Very rarely forums provide decent answers to questions, 
especially on equipment... I’ll rather go to a reviewing website where they tell 
you about the technical ability, the reliability, the history [of products]. 
Male respondent, age group above 46 years: 
I find them [product reviews] ridiculous... I think they are boring, not too 
well constructed, don’t know why people use them. I don’t find reviews on 
Amazon useful at all. 
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Female respondent, age group 18-25 years 
About 85 per cent of posted reviews are fake, that makes me feel 
uncomfortable using them when deciding to purchase something. Sometimes 
that is so upsetting that I feel like posting my own comment in order to set the 
things right. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
When I think about user reviews I tend to think about them as opinions rather 
than reviews. Reviews are written by people [professionals] that are in the 
business of writing reviews and evaluating stuff.  I would not consider very 
highly any individuals that got the product off the shelf, got to play with it 
and then form some opinion on it. 
Apparently the attitudes toward user created content vary from being well-liked in 
age groups from 26-35 and 36-45 years to being disliked mostly by respondents in 
the youngest, 18-25, and oldest, 46 years and above, age groups. Accordingly, 
consumers had high or low levels of appreciation for this type of online content. 
These findings coincide with the results of a similar research (Gligorijevic, 2009) 
among Generations Y, X, and Millennials in regards to the power and importance of 
electronic WOM. This research discovered that Generation Y considered online 
discussions and blogging as a way to ‘show off’, seeing blogs as a medium that 
allows the expression of personal opinions that may not be relevant or interesting to 
others. To communicate their views, that generation preferred to talk to their friends 
by sending SMS, instant messaging or posting on FB. This research revealed that 
Generation X used online forums more than Generations Y and Millennials, and, 
accordingly might find this type of content as useful. Findings presented here 
corroborate the view that younger generations don’t find some forms of user created 
content to be particularly valuable, while online forums were also rated lower by the 
oldest age group. 
While some respondents found various forms of product reviews and ratings to be 
useful and trustworthy to some extent, the consumers with opposite opinions felt 
distrustful and negative toward this type of content. Several respondents had a high 
awareness of stealth marketing practices deployed by companies, or fictitious origin 
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of content. These respondents did not trust or use UCC. Typically, older members of 
the 46 years and over age group preferred to talk to shop assistants.  
These findings point out that reliability of UCC in the form of PRR is naturally 
questioned by consumers. As such, not every type of UCC is regarded as equally 
reliable or influential, as will be further explained in response to research questions 2 
and 3. Before doing that the following section will describe what respondents 
reported as triggers in their interest in DTP. 
4.2.3 WORD OF MOUTH FACTOR 
The online search was reported by respondents to be a natural starting point to begin 
their inquiries related to products categories, particular products and models or 
brands. However, the search was often initiated by “previous conversations” about 
DTP in interactions within their social circles or online discussions. Throughout 
social circles, WOM information not only instigates conversations about products but 
it also drives consumers’ interests and, consequently, their online searches. This is 
how respondents described what triggered their interest in products.  
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
My sister recommended a website that I used to find a suitable product. 
Actually, talking to her made me think that I should buy that gadget, and then 
I started searching around... 
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
Recently I was pleasantly surprised when a software company offered advice 
and was engaged in discussions with their customers in an online forum. It 
was very comforting to learn that I will get some sort of assistance and 
support by them if I purchase their product. I decided to follow up that link 
and look up their products and services.  
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
What makes me interested in a particular product is that I sometimes 
overhear people talking about a gadget they have. For example, in elevators, 
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shopping malls or public transport. And then this product starts popping out 
around me like in conversations, in ads or my friends start using it. Or I see 
my colleagues using it during meetings. That makes me start thinking about 
that product. But, to be honest, advertising was more convincing than my 
friends when I was considering my latest mobile phone, because I saw some 
features on the ad that my friends never mentioned. That was very persuasive 
and made me buy the iPhone. 
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
One of the biggest reasons I use Facebook is to follow what is going on in the 
industry. Some companies have created their Facebook pages, and I follow 
what is happening through those pages. 
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
While talking to my [work] colleague some time ago she mentioned a product 
she was using for a while and was very happy with it... I then spoke to several 
people about that brand and most of their comments were positive. But the 
final decision was made when my sister told me about it, and since she was 
pleased with it I was sure that it’s a good quality product. 
These statements show that interest for particular products was initiated through 
conversations with people from a close circle of family, friends and colleagues, but 
not advertising campaigns. Although advertising wasn’t mentioned as the main 
initiator of interest, it is an important information vehicle for learning about 
products’ features. More importantly, the buzz that is created through social 
interactions and WOM indicates the importance of personal information sources in 
spreading product related information.  
4.2.4 CONCLUSION 
Answering the questions if, when and how consumers utilise UCC such as PRR as 
information sources when researching a DTP it was found that consumers 
extensively use this type of content. It was established that consumers’ interest is 
initiated through WOM in conversations in their social circles and is followed up in 
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their online searches for product related information. This leads to the conclusion 
that consumers mostly conduct online searches and look for UCC when interest in a 
particular product is fully formed – once they have entered the info-search phase of 
the purchasing decision-making process. It was discovered that consumers have 
different methods for conducting their online searches. The most popular one was 
reported to be using search engines. The second one was using a website that 
consumers had had previous experience with. The third method was a combination of 
search engines and listings provided, known sites and different types of content, both 
user created and commercial, across different social media platforms.  
Due to different online searching practices for DTP and the time devoted to this 
activity, consumers had different exposure to online content. Similar to offline 
content, the online content comes from different sources, being personal 
recommendations from social contacts in a form of word of mouth, commercial and 
marketing materials or advertising, and public information and reports coming from 
consumer agencies and governmental bodies. However, online content contains 
significantly more forms of WOM; various formats of UCC like PRR – electronic 
WOM coming from fellow consumers on websites of retailers, manufacturer and 
online publishers (techblogs, e-zines), or WOM conveyed through computer 
mediated communication within social circles on websites like online forums, social 
networking sites, or microblogs. This research further explores different online 
WOM formats and attitudes of consumers toward product reviews and ratings.  
4.3 ATTITUDES TOWARD PRR (RQ 2) 
Product reviews and product ratings were identified as major styles of consumer 
product-evaluation feedbacks. Product recommendations, another type of product 
review, were also identified as being a noteworthy form of principally positive 
evaluations. It was difficult to clearly partition between these forms as there are some 
crossovers in the categories. In regards to the following research question: how 
influential are websites featuring PRR in the purchasing decision-making process, 
the findings revealed a diverse set of attitudes toward this type of UCC. This research 
has established that three types of UCC were regarded by respondents as highly 
valuable and helpful, however they differ in form, length and type of information 
they provide, and also have different levels of influence on consumers. The 
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respondents explained how they perceived each format of UCC in the following 
manner. 
1. Product reviews 
In this research, product reviews were defined as detailed comments, descriptions or 
statements about product quality, usability and value for money. As such they were 
found to be useful for consumers for the evaluation of products and the alternatives 
in the purchasing decision-making process. The respondents explained their attitudes 
toward product reviews in the following way: 
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
Amazon has the largest database of product reviews. More importantly, at 
Amazon.com you can see other reviews written by the same person, 
something I find very helpful to check if that person is providing reviews of a 
good quality. Amazon also verifies purchases in order to establish 
evaluators’ reputation, but there is a large number of product reviews that 
are posted by shoppers that didn’t purchase products on this website. When I 
think about it, Amazon product reviews are usually my starting point when 
researching about products online. 
While product reviews were perceived as a good starting point when contemplating a 
purchase, for some respondents they did not have the same appeal and did not affect 
their attitude formation.   
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years:  
I like to see what people are saying in product reviews but not necessarily 
follow. I think it is because there is always an idea that there are people that 
don’t know really what they are talking about. It is interesting to see what 
other people have bought and what they think about products, but it wouldn’t 
be the only thing that would direct me to an item [product]. 
Considering that product reviews are in-depth evaluations of products written by 
fellow consumers, some respondents found it to be the last resort if the real products 
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were not available for testing. However, experts’ opinion were more appreciated than 
UCC. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years:  
Sometime when it is not feasible to get out to a shop and try things out I rely 
more on sort of [user created] reviews. But I would much rather go out and 
test the thing or play with it. Like for computing hardware I would quite 
happily rely on expert reviews, as often they are running empirical tests and 
getting statistical data about different performance metrics. That is usually 
more than enough to decide to buy a product. 
Product reviews come in different forms and from different sources. User created 
reviews are the most universal type of product reviews, accordingly many retailers or 
manufacturers offer this type of content on their websites. The online retailing site 
Amazon was the most utilised web location by respondents for starting and 
conducting product related information searches. However, the quality of user 
created product reviews was more than once questioned, while consumers 
demonstrated high awareness of unethical marketing practices or the possibility that 
not all reviews were of the same quality. This attentiveness of consumers to UCC 
quality and usefulness indicates that different forms may have different impacts on 
consumers and their attitude formation. Attitudes of respondents regarding product 
recommendations about products are described next. 
2. Product recommendations  
Product recommendations were described in this research as customer testimonials 
about experiences with products or services. This type of user created content was 
perceived by consumers to be another form of product review. Respondents did not 
make a real distinction between these two formats. The only difference was that 
recommendations were considered to be more positive, a sort of product 
endorsement, coming typically from satisfied customers.     
Both product reviews and recommendations were perceived by consumers in most 
cases to be truthful personal testimonies. The reasons given were mainly because 
writing them required some dedication and allocated time. Consumers assumed that 
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whoever was willing to contribute in such a manner must be a devoted member of a 
community or didn’t have “much going on in his life” with plenty of time on their 
hands. Product recommendations were the type of UCC that respondents did not 
post, because of their long and descriptive form, which is considered to be time 
consuming. Thus whilst the obvious dedication of other consumers to write product 
recommendations was appreciated by others, respondents clearly stated they were too 
busy to be able to show similar devotion in helping others. However, their abstinence 
from participation wasn’t perceived as something that would lead to the diminishing 
numbers or the eventual disappearance of consumer created product evaluations.  
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
I’ve posted numerical reviews but I don’t generally leave written comments, 
it’s a time and laziness factor.  I’ll happily contribute to the aggregate score 
of something, that’s easy, but when I’m busy and it takes 20 minutes to write 
down what I thought about it [a product], I would just click through and not 
leave any written comment. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I think I’m lazy. It’s not like I don’t want to share any information, I just 
don’t think of doing it. Because it means going back online, going through the 
process of signing up and leaving a comment and things like that. 
Male respondent, age group 46 years and above: 
I don’t have time to write some good quality [recommendations]. Just posting 
some mediocre online reviews doesn’t make me contribute to an extent that 
would make me happy. If I don’t participate in that game by posting my 
comments... is not going to make them completely disappear. There are 
people with more time on their hands that are willing to do that, and I 
appreciate it. However, I can live without them. We used to, before Internet, 
learn about products and evaluate products before purchases by using other 
means. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
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If there were no product reviews or recommendations online I would have to 
ask people who use those products or my friends about it. I usually talk to my 
sisters about products, or my friends. [I] Ask for their suggestions first and 
what they think about that particular product... 
Among consumers, product ratings were the most popular way to express their 
opinion. This type of content was also considered to be more reliable as it 
represented the cumulative values of widespread opinions among consumers. While 
product reviews were considered to be time consuming, product recommendations 
were regarded as the most strenuous activity and thus were not practiced among 
respondents. The trustworthiness of UCC was questioned, as will be explained in 
further discussion. Generally, product reviews and ratings were perceived as useful 
and, to a great extent, truthful. At the same time, the high awareness of respondents 
about fake reviews was evident, as one of the following sections shows.  
3. Product ratings 
For the purposes of this research, product ratings were defined as assessments of a 
products’ value completed by fellow users, usually defined by numbers or stars, and 
by affirmative icons like thumbs up, or negative icons like thumbs down. The 
reactions of respondents toward product ratings were very positive, and they were 
perceived as trustworthy.  
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
When looking for products online I would always click on those with good 
ratings; more stars are always better than no stars at all.  I don’t click on 
those with bad ratings. 
Male respondent, age group 46 years and above: 
I think these [product ratings] are hard to fake. I trust thumbs up or thumbs 
down. I’ve done many ‘likes’, it’s simple to do ‘likes’... I trust ‘likes’ or 
‘dislikes’ I don’t trust the [written] reviews because they are often written in 
a way... [they] may be very deceiving.  I don’t think anyone can fake that 
[thumbs up, thumbs down]. 
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
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I’m very distrustful of sites that have only one comment or one review. I 
prefer when I can get reviews in an aggregate form like product ratings or 
when I get to compare a lot of reviews. I prefer to read through a range of 
comments and to see what people like or dislike. 
Product ratings were designated by consumers as being more indicative of product 
quality than other forms of UCC, owing to difficulties in replicating high numbers of 
rating votes. Product ratings were also portrayed as reliable as they featured the 
collective wisdom of the crowd, contrary to other formats which were considered to 
be declarations of individual opinions rather than product evaluations. The evaluation 
of products posted in forums and consumers’ attitudes toward this type of WOM 
information will be discussed further. 
4.3.1 FORUMS 
Online forums feature an unstructured type of WOM information posted as topics 
known as threads, and responses or comments called posts. Forums usually contain 
large amounts of both, and some consumers found it difficult to navigate through this 
type of information. The forums were very much appreciated among consumers that 
had a history of participation in them. Previous participation, or even lurking in 
forums, made consumers capable of better understanding ongoing discussions and 
following the logic of posts. Familiarity with forums made this type of UCC more 
appealing to consumers. These respondents reported confidence in being able to find 
relevant information in forum discussions, and found them very useful. Some 
technical glitches were mentioned and discussed in posted threads, which often 
provided instructions on how to solve those issues or they provided explanations 
outside of product manuals.  
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
I regularly use several online forums. Whirlpool has a great community, very 
knowledgeable and helpful. You can find answers for any technical issue 
there, and members give good advices as well. Very insightful... Overclockers 
are similar to Whirlpool but more technically oriented, especially good for 
hardware. Ozbargain has comments and special offers. Whenever is there a 
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new special offer, the community is commenting at length about a product or 
a retailer. 
Female respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
My kids are asking for new gadgets all the time. I need to learn about those 
before we buy them, or otherwise they will finish in the trash after just a few 
days. The best place to seek for advice are forums. They are full of friendly 
people ready to give advice, and I find them especially useful to learn about 
new products...Here [in town] there are no electronics stores. So we compile 
lists of products before going shopping. You have to know your stuff before 
you get to the store, and the best place to look for it are forums. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years:  
When I was considering buying a new mobile phone and didn’t know which 
smart phone was the best option, I checked some forums, what were people 
saying about different models. It was very informative as I learned about 
some problems before I got stuck with one of those... It was a smart thing to 
do, and I saved some money too (laughter).   
While forums provide less structured forms of product evaluations, for some 
consumers this form of UCC represented a distraction, and some respondents 
considered visits to forums as time consuming. The product evaluations in forums 
were not as concise as Amazon and eBay product reviews, and cluttered text featured 
there required decoding in order to understand the meaning of posts. This is how 
respondents explained it. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I try to rely on them as little as possible, and it’s difficult to find the type of 
information I need. At the end of the day it’s just going to be someone’s 
posted opinion. Not even relevant to me. It takes a lot of time to scroll 
through and find anything interesting. It’s so much easier and time efficient 
to go to Amazon.com or eBay and read the reviews.  
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
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I don’t find them that useful at all. It takes up too much of my valuable time. I 
rarely find anything relevant and people are talking about their experiences 
and often get off the tracks talking about something completely different. You 
end up reading this stuff and being completely distracted. Sometimes I even 
forget why I was reading this stuff, and some of those postings are confusing. 
Can’t tell if that was a positive or negative remark. 
The polarity of opinions toward online forums was apparent among respondents in 
regards to their participation in them. Those that indicated participation in forums in 
the past had a better understanding of them and also utilised information posted in 
them in more proficient ways than those respondents that were reluctant to use them 
and had never before posted in them. The literature suggests that the use of forums 
may be driven by the type of information search (Patterson, 1993). In high 
involvement purchases, consumers were more likely prepared to spend additional 
time familiarising themselves with a forum’s structure, content and community 
culture. This was contrary to respondents who were looking for less time consuming 
content, and who preferred to use product reviews or ratings which had a wider 
availability on commercial websites. Additionally, it was concluded that consumers 
that did not regard online WOM as viable information were not attracted to this type 
of information source, nor were they willing to conduct extensive reading of posted 
threads and comments. These findings indicate that this type of UCC was not 
commonly used across different types of consumers; product reviews and ratings on 
commercial websites provided more popular content to learn about products. But in 
cases with higher involvement purchases, forums were reported to be a useful tool to 
learn about products, beyond simple evaluations of value for money. Word of mouth 
information posted in online forums, although freely accessible to everyone, was 
highly regarded and very influential solely by those consumers capable of finding 
answers to their inquiries. This type of information source, although less utilised than 
other forms of user created product evaluations, was assessed as reliable by those 
familiar with this form of online posting and capable of extracting useful information 
from posted threads. The attitudes of consumers toward negative product reviews 
and the ways consumers utilise them will be further explained. 
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4.3.2 NEGATIVE PRODUCT REVIEWS - OPINIONS, VIEWS, COMMENTS 
Negative product reviews were found by respondents to be especially valuable items, 
even more so than positive reviews. While positive reviews were considered not to 
have a critical perspective, the negative reviews were seen as being capable of 
unveiling certain issues that would occur only in later stages of product ownership or 
usage. Even in cases when authors were excessively negative in their evaluations of 
products, some respondents were not swayed by it and made decisions based on their 
own judgements. The personal attitudes expressed in these overly emotional reviews 
were ignored, at the same time filtering only relevant information that would be 
useful for product assessments. Negative reviews were found to be very informative, 
due to the abundance of issues covered in them. The ‘negative narratives’ were 
depicted as information rich cases, and consumers found them to be useful for 
learning about products while disregarding sentiments displayed in them. The 
explanations respondents provided about this topic were the following.  
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years 
I find negative comments very useful, especially when you are not familiar 
with a product. Negative comments serve like a warning. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
eBay is a classic example, I’m certainly not interested in positive feedbacks 
[sellers’ ratings] and I look for negative ones. The negative feedback is 
something which seems inconsistent [and] doesn’t make sense in the context 
of the purchase, like complaints that the item wasn’t as described, or the item 
never showed up and someone from the seller’s side saying ‘you didn’t 
respond to any of our e-mails, we couldn’t get in touch with you’ and that 
kind of stuff. I just pick up a certain vibe from some sorts of negative reviews 
on eBay ...It is useful to understand that frustrations behind negative reviews 
are not referring to product quality. 
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
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I think that in general I spend more time reading negative comments. I would 
buy a product with a negative review as well. I first evaluate the cost of a 
product and consider that a negative comment may be a result of a negative 
experience that author had. 
Male respondent, age groups 26-35 years: 
I find negative product reviews helpful. If someone says after six months that 
a product stopped working, I would reconsider the brand and look for 
something else. I take these warnings seriously. 
Negative product reviews were popular among consumers that were particularly 
interested in learning about a product’s flaws. Consumers investing more time in 
searches about product related information were keener to read negative reviews than 
consumers who superficially read UCC. This may be due to higher involvement 
purchases or higher reliance on electronic WOM, which were reported to be of 
different level among the respondents. Consumers’ attitudes toward forged product 
reviews and false testimonials will be explained next.   
4.3.3 FAKE REVIEWS AND TESTIMONIALS 
Extremely positive or negative product reviews and ratings were viewed with 
increasing distrust among respondents. This was an important issue for consumers, as 
websites with UCC were perceived to be specifically designed for interaction 
between consumers, without any interference by companies. When sock-puppeting 
occurred, the consumers regarded it as an intrusion of their space and felt sceptical 
about this type of ‘false’ activity. Some respondents were very cynical about overly 
positive feelings in posts, assuming that they were not written by regular consumers 
and were most probably the result of unscrupulous marketing practices called ‘shill 
reviews’. Respondents also developed methods to spot, and check on, suspicious 
reviews as follows. 
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
It always looks suspicious to see an extremely glorifying review recently 
posted if all the others were not that good. In which case I tend to read older 
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reviews to see if there were more negative reviews and if the company that 
was criticised is trying to infiltrate fake reviews in order to improve its 
rating...This makes me distrustful and I tend to ignore that product or 
company from then on.  
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
By posting several first-class fake reviews they cause more damage to their 
reputation than good. If a review looks fake then those real reviews are not 
valid either and I mentally blacklist that company. 
Male respondent, age group 18- 25 years: 
That is one of the reasons I don’t like the user reviews stuff. If I’m going to 
read user reviews I would try to read more negative ones than positive ones, 
to see if they are legitimate. Legitimate in a sense of whether negative 
reviews make any sense in what they are saying. 
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
We are not fools. One can tell immediately if a review is fake or real. A real 
person will use everyday language, not some fancy and overwhelmingly 
flattering phrases. A real person would talk about things that matter to me 
too, not about stuff that’s important for the company which is trying to 
impersonate customers. 
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
I look at websites with product reviews and comments sometimes, but 
somehow I doubt that it is all true. The websites are able to choose which 
comments should stay on the website or be deleted. Normally I would go to 
several websites to compare reviews, or check the blogs and online forums. I 
think those are more objective and reliable. People on those sites are less 
likely to be hired by some company to write product reviews. 
Some respondents were neither attentive to potentially fraudulent postings nor aware 
of stealth marketing practices or did not find them intrusive or capable of influencing 
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their opinions in any way. In the sample selected for this research, the respondents 
with less experience and consumption of content on forums and blogs had a lower 
awareness of fake reviews, astroturfing or sock-puppeting practices, as seen in the 
following comments.  
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
If there are too many positive reviews or comments, that would make me 
think. How come there are no negative comments? I think product reviews 
are useful but I never thought that they could be biased at some point. 
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
When looking for products online I would always click on those with good 
ratings; more stars are always better than no stars at all.  I don’t click on 
those with bad ratings. I don’t think that anyone would bother to mess with 
those ratings, right? Don’t know, never thought of that... 
The ambivalence toward user created PRR was present among respondents 
regardless of their age. Although the respondents reported using various methods to 
filter UCC and decide whether they were genuine or not, it was apparent that some of 
them were not aware of fake product reviews or did not consider them significant or 
influential in their purchasing decision-making process. Furthermore, it was apparent 
that respondents were confident of being able to recognise fake reviews or any type 
of unethical behaviour in regards to posting of UCC.  
Female respondent, age groups 26-35 years: 
I’ve seen cases when long reviews were posted, long as an essay, saying ‘This 
product is really good everyone should buy it’. That rings a bell...makes me 
more cautious about the quality and I start looking elsewhere to check if it is 
true. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years:  
 Normally if a reviewer has recently joined the site and started posting those  
comments about products that are new and don’t have many reviews, not only 
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me but other people start pointing at this reviewer as being biased. If there is 
a long list of bad comments and just one wonderful and flattering elaborated 
review,  people usually say, ‘Something is wrong here’.  The community 
would get in touch with the site management in order to investigate this 
person. 
The support of the community to spot and restrict fake reviews was expected when 
similar postings of fake reviews occurred. It was also a mechanism for consumers to 
defend their space from intruders – companies or company employees trying to 
disguise their real identities and act as fellow consumers. Despite these efforts to 
prevent any type of unethical behaviour in consumer communities, it is still plausible 
that in some cases fake product reviews were not perceived as such, nor did they 
caused any suspicion among consumers. It is also possible that consumers misjudge 
their capability to spot covert acts that may be deployed in stealth marketing.   
4.3.4 CONCLUSIONS 
In regards to consumers’ attitudes toward PRR it was revealed that consumers 
consider this type of content to be useful and informative when conducting product 
related info-searches. Types of UCC were perceived differently by consumers. 
Product reviews were seen as the most utilised and widespread format, while most 
popular sites were commercial sources – online retailers Amazon and eBay. Product 
reviews on these sites were considered to be unbiased when featuring product 
evaluations by fellow consumers.  
Product ratings were reported to be a very reliable way of presenting consumers’ 
cumulative evaluations in various easy to read formats for comparison, unlike 
descriptive reviews that were considered to be more time consuming. This form of 
UCC was described by consumers as the most convenient way to evaluate products 
online.  
Product recommendations were appreciated by consumers as authentic evaluations of 
products; however, its long form was too challenging for respondents to consider 
posting. Respondents did not see any particular differentiation between product 
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reviews and recommendations, although the latter was considered traditionally to be 
a positive construct. 
Forums were considered as reliable online sources of yet another form of UCC; 
however, the unstructured format of WOM information was somewhat baffling for 
consumers that did not have previous encounters with them. Participation in online 
forums was also reported to be rather sparse among respondents, and in some cases 
this type of UCC was considerably less appreciated than other types.  
Among listed types of UCC, the respondents obviously preferred product ratings and 
product reviews. Product ratings were found to be a simpler and more convenient 
format than product reviews to evaluate products online. At the same time, product 
ratings were considered as the most trustworthy form of UCC, being based on a large 
number of customers’ opinions and providing numeric values instead of descriptive 
evaluations. Product reviews were highly appreciated as a valuable and widespread 
type of UCC. They were extensively used across all age groups, while writing and 
posting of product reviews was reported among consumers to be less popular than 
reading. Product reviews written by consumers were considered to be a considerably 
more reliable type of UCC content, regardless of whether they were posted on 
websites of retailers, manufacturers or independent reviewing sites.  
In regards to fictitious PRR, some consumers reported they were highly aware of 
these unethical practices, while others were not particularly attentive to these issues, 
indicating different levels of involvement with UCC among consumer groups. In 
conclusion, attitudes toward PRR were positive, favouring one particular type – 
product ratings as the most convenient and reliable way to evaluate products and 
provide feedback to wider community. The next section provides a more in-depth 
understanding of how respondents perceive various information sources as reliable, 
both online and offline.  
4.4 RELIABILITY OF INFORMATION SOURCES (RQ 3) 
With a plethora of information sources that consumers utilise, both online and 
offline, this section provides an overview of responses to the research question of 
how reliable these sources are perceived to be by consumers who use them. 
Respondents provided answers by numerically evaluating a list of sources using a 
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10-point Likert scale. The respondents had to evaluate ten information sources. The 
reliability of each source was established on the scale 1 to 10, 1 being the least 
reliable and 10 being most reliable. The following information sources were 
examined:  
TABLE 6 LIST OF INFORMATION SOURCES USED IN THE QUALITATIVE STUDY 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
Retailers 
 
Information provided by sales personnel in stores, shopping assistance 
during store visit and recommendations provided by shop assistants. 
Manufacturers 
 
Commercial flyers, manuals, materials and information related to 
product features, created by companies as part of the products’ 
presentation, packaging or promotion. 
Advertising / infomercials 
 
Commercial type of information created and published by marketing 
agencies as paid advertising. 
Magazines / news stories 
 
Published stories in daily, weekly, monthly publications presenting 
unbiased opinions of journalists. 
User created product 
reviews 
 
Evaluations of products posted by fellow consumers, supposedly 
presenting impartial views. 
Friends and family 
 
People in close online and offline social circles exchanging word of 
mouth information. 
Personal blogs 
 
Personal comments and views posted by blog owners, in some cases 
allowing remarks or replies by blog readers. 
Professional blogs 
 
Corporate blog owned by a publishing company presenting views of 
professionals and experts allowing readers to respond or comment on 
stories. 
Consumer reports 
 
Independent reports conveying experts’ views and advices to 
consumers. 
Forums 
 
Online discussion websites where topics are posted and archived 
typically advertising-free spaces. 
The results showed that listed information sources had different levels of reliability 
among respondents. The most reliable were found to be friends and family, and the 
least reliable were considered to be advertising and infomercials. Overall ratings of 
ten types of information sources are displayed in Figure 13. 
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FIGURE 13 RATING OF INFO-SOURCES – QUALITATIVE STUDY 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
The results were further examined across age groups, indicating some additional 
differentiations influenced by respondents’ attitudes and lifestyles. This is presented 
both numerically and with colour bars indicating values below average in red. Table 
7 depicts the differences that emerged during data analysis across the age groups.   
TABLE 7 RATING OF INFO-SOURCES BY AGE GROUPS 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
4.4.1 FRIENDS AND FAMILY - THE MOST RELIABLE INFORMATION SOURCE 
Friends and family were regarded as the most reliable information source among 
consumers, mainly due to higher degrees of trust in close social circles and 
familiarity with a person’s interests and needs. This is how the respondents explained 
it:  
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
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I certainly take on board what my friends and family say. 
Female respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
Family and friends normally know your taste, standards and expectations. So 
mostly they are quite reliable. Obviously there is discrepancy at some point 
what they think is suitable for you... 
Female respondent, age groups 26-35 years: 
With family and friends they would be more aware of the products that I am 
interested in. They might know someone who owns the product and would be 
able to tell me something about it. 
All age groups found friends and family to be the most reliable information source, 
except the oldest age group, 46 years and above, which found them to be less reliable 
than other categories of info-sources. Respondents from this age group reported that 
their friends were “not experts” or that often they were not able to get their opinion 
on particular products since they were not using them. This age group, at the same 
time, perceived expert opinions as being more reliable in consumer reports, 
professional forums and in businesses, namely manufacturers and retailers. Younger 
age groups had high confidence that their friends were able to provide them with 
trustworthy information and relied on their advice throughout the purchasing process. 
The highest rating of reliability of information provided by friends and family was 
recorded in the 26-35 years group.  
4.4.2 CONSUMER REPORTS AND PROFESSIONAL BLOGS - HIGHLY APPRECIATED 
EXPERT ADVISORY 
While friends and family had a strong dominance in this evaluation as the most 
reliable, consumer reports and professional blogs were also confirmed as reliable 
sources. The respondents explained the popularity of consumer reports in the 
following manner.  
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I trust consumer reports more than my friends and family because they have 
available more sources of information to create those reports. My friends and 
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family don’t always have information, or you might say they have limited 
exposure to some products. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years:  
I think that the concept of [consumer reports] is something that I pay 
attention to, but I probably don’t look at them all that often... I certainly take 
onboard what is the best selling [product]. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
They are professionals [professional bloggers], they wouldn’t claim 
something if it wasn’t true. They have a reputation to maintain and I trust 
them based on that. 
Consumer reports were found to be reputable while acting as consumer advocacy 
bodies, while professional blogs were recognised for their expertise and knowledge. 
Literature suggests (Simonsohn, 2011) that consumers are greatly influenced by 
expert advice when it comes from consumer reports. Furthermore, this type of advice 
is also indicated to be the reason for an increase in consumer demand for particular 
products. Findings of this study confirm earlier results of annual trust and credibility 
surveys (Edelman Trust Barometer 2009-2011), which showed that experts’ opinions 
have a highly established reputation as trusted third-party advice providers and are a 
strong influence on consumer purchasing decision-making processes.  
4.4.3 ONLINE FORUMS - NOT SUITABLE FOR EVERYONE 
Forums were rated slightly more reliable than user created product reviews. 
Respondents that had frequently used, or participated in them before, rated forums 
higher than those that had little or no experience with this type of UCC. Forums 
received lower ratings from the youngest and oldest age groups. All age groups were 
familiar with forums, while their popularity and usage was reported in all age groups 
under 46 years. The respondents from the oldest age group did not use forums and 
did not find them particularly useful.  
This is explained by Davis’ theory of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), 
which states that users evaluate technology by perceived usefulness and perceived 
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ease of use. Davis explains (1989, 1993) that people accept technology at certain 
rates that are in accordance with their beliefs that technology will help them to 
perform better, naming this determinant as ‘perceived usefulness’. Davis has further 
extended the original model and named it TAM2, by including subjective norms. 
Despite the fact that this new dimension was added to the model, it received 
criticism. Several aspects of this model were reviewed claiming that is relies on self-
reported use and does not reflect the actual use of a system (Legris et al., 2003; 
Yousafzai et al., 2007); that the results coming from a student population cannot be 
generalised to other types of technology users (Lee et al., 2003;); that pre-existing 
attitudes toward the system may have significant impact on its usage (Yang and Yoo, 
2003); that previous experience with a system, level of education and age may also 
influence its usage (Burton-Jones and Hubona, 2006); and that the model is not 
suitable for explaining and predicting the use of a system as several factors may 
influence a user’s intention to use the system, and its adoption (Bagozzi, 2007). 
This model, while being aware of its deficiencies on a wider scale, appropriately 
describes the perception of UCC featured in online forums by participants of this 
study. Accordingly users may consider a technology to be useful, they may perceive 
difficulties in usage to be higher than the benefits of usage, and invested effort may 
be greater than perceived usefulness – perceived ease of use. These determinants 
directly influence consumers’ willingness to use any type of new technology. In this 
particular case, online forums used technology that is not perceived by older age 
groups to be particularly useful to enhancing their performance in finding relevant 
information in the info-search phase. The second aspect of technology acceptance, 
the ease of use was found to be low, as older respondents reported difficulties in 
finding the right information in an abundance of posted threads.  
The results of this research suggest that the youngest and the oldest age groups have 
less appreciation of this technology, as other forms of social interaction dominated 
their social lives. For younger respondents it was the case with instant messaging, 
social networking sites and micro-blogging services, while face-to-face and over the 
phone communication was more often utilised by older participants. 
In age groups 26-35 years and 36-45 years, familiarity with forums and their 
popularity throughout the 1990s and 2000s can explain why they may have been 
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used and appreciated more among those respondents. These findings are in 
accordance with the study (Bickard and Schindler, 2001) about information found in 
online forums versus information in marketer-generated sources like corporate 
websites. The study discovered that consumers who gathered information in online 
discussions reported a higher interest in the product category, enhanced 
comprehension and possibly persuasion. Hence, those respondents that were using 
forums and utilising WOM information revealed in forums may be more informed 
about products than those consumers that rely on other types of information sources. 
However, as it will be explained in findings of the next research question, 
participation in forums was not particularly high among respondents. This indicates 
that perceived usefulness was expressed only in regards to lurking practices, among 
those consumers that use forums when searching for information about DTP. Other 
consumers did not use them and, accordingly, rated them lower in comparison to 
other info-sources.  
4.4.4 USER CREATED PRODUCT REVIEWS - WIDELY AVAILABLE AND EXTENSIVELY 
USED 
User created product reviews were found to be considerably reliable among 
respondents, although most of them immediately reported about product reviews 
from online retailing sites. Consumers reported that they found user created product 
reviews to be very functional and easy to use on Amazon and eBay. These sites were 
considered to feature independent and high quality product reviews. However, the 
number of product reviews read before making the purchasing decision varied 
between 2 and 20. 
Female respondent, age groups 18-25 years: 
I would read probably about 20 reviews before I buy the product. 
Respondents that read less online reviews reported that they usually sought advice 
from their friends and family or shop assistants. Consumers engaged in reading 
higher number of product reviews reported that they looked for them on different 
websites, never relying on one type of UCC.  
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
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I would always like to look for more than one online information source.   
These findings indicate that consumers generally look for, and use, word of mouth 
information in the form of product reviews. Those reading more product reviews 
tended to rely strongly on online content, while those consumers that read fewer 
electronic reviews would subsequently use UCC in combination with offline WOM 
information to make a purchasing decision. User created product reviews received 
similar ratings across all age groups. 
4.4.5 MANUFACTURERS - RELIABLE TO A CERTAIN EXTENT 
Manufacturers or, rather, the information they provide for their products, were rated 
lower than UCC, but significantly higher than retailers and advertising. The 
respondents explained it in the following manner.   
Male respondent, age group 46 years and above 
I trust technical documentation because they are legally obliged to be 
accurate in this kind of thing. 
Female respondent, age group 36-45 years: 
Manufacturers have their products reviewed by experts, like Apple, for 
example, every time they launch a new product they have an official review 
from an expert, and I find those reliable. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
Manufacturers cannot always control the comments that people post there. 
It’s a free space where people can comment about products, but with 
commercials they tell exactly what they want to tell, all positive, and wouldn’t 
tell anything negative about their products. 
Consumers referred to manufacturing companies as reliable in regards to manuals 
and product related documentation. Further, their websites that featured UC product 
reviews were perceived as uncensored while allowing consumers to post product 
evaluations, both positive and negative. Interestingly, respondents perceived 
advertising campaigns as a separate segment of product related information, not part 
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of the integrated marketing communication. This type of information source was 
evaluated differently across age groups. Younger age groups up to 35 were less 
enthusiastic than older generations above 36 years. As reported in previously 
presented findings, older generations had higher levels of trust toward businesses, 
and this was reflected in their evaluation of manufacturers and retailers.     
4.4.6 PERSONAL BLOGS - LESS APPRECIATED TYPE OF UCC 
Personal blogs received considerably good ratings as reliable, and again there were 
variations across age groups. The lowest ratings came from the youngest age group, 
18-25 years. This can perhaps be explained by changes in preferences of 
communication channels, where younger generations use different online platforms 
to express their personal opinion on social networking and micro-blogging sites. 
Also, some senior respondents reported that they were not familiar with any 
particular personal blog, as they never read them. Additionally, respondents from all 
age groups indicated that this type of information was not utilised when conducting 
product related information searchers.  
4.4.7 MAGAZINES AND NEWS STORIES - PARTIAL AND NOT PARTICULARLY 
RELIABLE 
Magazines and news stories were found to be more reliable than retailers or 
advertising, but still considerably lower than other types of content. This type of 
information source was similarly rated across all age groups. The respondents 
considered information coming from the press to be biased and, in many cases, “paid 
stories” – a subtle form of PR that many companies are known for using as part of 
their advertising campaigns. Lower reliability of magazines may be explained by the 
shrinking sales of printed press and the divergence to electronic formats. In order to 
avoid bias in the next stage of the research, this type of information source was 
divided to two categories: printed magazines / newspapers and online magazines / 
news websites.  
4.4.8 RETAILERS -INSUFFICIENT INFORMATION SOURCE 
Retailers and information provided by a shop’s personnel was evaluated to be of low 
reliability among respondents, with similar evaluations across age groups.  
Consumers exhibited low levels or reliability toward retailers pointing to 
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“insufficient knowledge about particular product categories” and “inadequately 
trained shop-assistants”. The lack of knowledge or the inability to provide high-
quality advice across various devices in digital technology products category was 
stated as the number one reason for low reliability rates for retailers, but it was noted 
that specialised stores were more appreciated for the quality of assistance provided to 
shoppers.   
Male respondent, age group 26-35 years:  
I wouldn’t trust any shop assistant’s advice about electronics, if he for 
example recommended me a new camera. I would rather go to a specialised 
store to get an advice. 
When talking about retailers, respondents repeatedly referred to traditional retailing 
stores and brands with strong and widespread presence in shopping centres, not 
mentioning electronic retailers. Considering that Amazon and eBay were often 
mentioned as useful and convenient websites for finding product related information, 
it was apparent that consumers perceived e-tailers to be a different type of retailing 
outlet, conveniently providing product related information such as PRR. For that 
reason it is difficult to generalise these findings in regard to the reliability of all types 
of retailers (traditional, catalogue, e-tailers), as only one type of retailing model was 
considered throughout the evaluation process. Because of reasons mentioned here, it 
was decided to split this category into traditional stores and online retailers in the 
quantitative study.  
4.4.9 ADVERTISING AND INFOMERCIALS - THE LEAST RELIABLE INFORMATION 
SOURCE  
Advertisings and infomercials were found to be the least reliable category for 
consumer confidence. According to Nielsen report on global trust levels in 
advertising and brand messages (2012a) all forms of advertising have low levels of 
trust among consumers. Although this thesis reports that advertising / infomercials 
was the lowest rated item on the list across all age groups, it was interesting to see 
that the youngest age group rated it lowest, while the highest rating came from the 
age group 36-45 years (see Table 7). These results may be influenced by different 
lifestyles and TV habits (Nielsen, 2012b), considering that younger adults spend 
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more time online or video streaming, hence using mediums that allow for skipping of 
advertising messages, while the group 36-45 years grew up with television and it is a 
big part of their everyday routine, hence they have a higher exposure to advertising 
content through TV viewing.  
4.4.10 CONCLUSION 
All age groups have confirmed that friends and family were the most reliable while 
advertising, infomercials and retailers were the least reliable information sources. 
However, the youngest age group gave the lowest rating for advertising and 
infomercials while the age group 36-45 years had the highest score among all age 
groups for this information source.  Age groups 36-45 and 46 years and above had a 
higher rating for consumer reports than two other groups. Professional blogs were 
least appreciated among 36-45 years group. Personal blogs received the lowest 
ratings from the youngest age group. Manufacturers and retailers were found to be 
more reliable by older age groups above 36 years. Forums and user created product 
reviews were rated considerably high in comparison to marketing content such as 
advertising and news stories or commercial content coming from manufacturers and 
retailers. This type of UCC was rated only slightly below experts’ advice in 
consumer reports and professional blogs (Table 7).  
The above findings undoubtedly point towards the strong influence of WOM 
information, both offline from friends and family and online from user created 
product reviews and forum discussions. While friends and family or WOM 
information coming from close social circles was confirmed to be the most reliable 
info source, it was not specifically indicated how this type of information is 
distributed among consumers – offline in face-to-face communication or online 
across different types of communication platforms. Nevertheless, academic literature 
(Bone, 1995) demonstrates obvious correlations for the influence of WOM on short-
term and long-term product judgements. These findings on the impact of WOM 
information are confirmed here, and are further refined in the next stage of this 
project by evaluating the different types of WOM and the level of influence they 
accrue among consumers.  
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Referring to the findings of Bone’s study it was concluded that this study confirms 
that both offline and online WOM has a very strong impact on consumers. It was 
additionally established that consumers perceive different forms of WOM 
information, personal WOM coming from friends and family, and public WOM 
featured in user created content, to be highly reliable.  
In regards to the research question of how reliable social media information sources 
are perceived to be by consumers who use them, it is concluded that friends and 
family are the most appreciated information source and are considered to be the most 
reliable, while experts’ advice delivered through consumer reports and professional 
blogs also have a significantly high reliability among consumers. Forums and user 
created product reviews were not the highest rated information sources, however 
they were regarded significantly higher than marketing sources. As such, social 
media sources that feature UCC, both of independent and corporate origin, play 
significant roles in consumers’ info-searching phases, being perceived as 
considerably reliable.  
4.5 MOTIVATIONS, DRIVERS AND BARRIERS TO CONSUMERS’ PARTICIPATION 
IN PRR (RQ 4) 
In response to the research question: what are the motivations, drivers and barriers to 
consumers’ participation in (posting UCC) product reviews and ratings, the 
interviewees have stated several reasons for their participation or abstinence from 
posting PRR.  
The participation rates among respondents across all age groups were low. The 
majority of respondents were not active in evaluating products in any form, 
explaining that writing and posting product reviews was very time consuming, and 
that it was a very responsible task requiring an appropriate language and writing 
style. This is how the respondents explained their lack of desire to participate.   
Female respondent, age group up to 25 years 
I just don’t bother. I don’t feel like posting a comment or a review. I don’t 
want to register in order to post a comment. For example on YouTube you 
have to create your own account in order to be able to comment on 
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something. If I have to go through all that registration in order to be able to 
comment or post something then I wouldn’t do it. 
Female respondent, age group 26-35 years: 
I think there are people that like to post public comments. It’s part of their 
lifestyle, like blogging. I don’t find any motivations to post regularly... 
Male respondent, age group 46 years and above: 
 I don’t write because I don’t want to advertise anything. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
Writing reviews requires specific language skills. Your comments should 
sound knowledgeable and tech-smart, or people will not take you seriously. 
Additionally, respondents reported that posting of content is not a straightforward 
process and requires procedures that are found to be strenuous and overwhelming.   
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I really hate going through the process of having to register in order to be 
able to post. I get really sick of e-mails … registering and then unsubscribing 
to stop receiving e-mails can be seriously tiresome. I would probably post 
more if it wasn’t too complicated. 
The online participation among the respondents in regards to the type of posted 
content shows that consumers have posted different formats of UCC, whereas 
straightforward activities like posting a comment (an extended discussion developed 
from a posted product review) or rating a product were slightly more frequent among 
this sample. The figures also show that only a few respondents participated by 
creating lengthier type of online content such as forum posts or product reviews. 
Only 13 out of 43 participants posted any form of product-related feedback online. 
Some of the participants, active in writing product reviews (considered as a longer 
form of product evaluations) or posting comments (short form of response to already 
written review or validating already written evaluation) were also using forums. 
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Those consumers with confirmed participation in rating products explained that 
providing written evaluations (such as reviews) was too demanding and they were 
not happy to participate in such a manner. Providing customer feedback when the 
system explicitly expected them to do so (case of eBay customers) was another type 
of participation listed among consumers, although it was mentioned that this action 
was imposed by the system rather than their own will to participate. Participation in 
forums was reported by only seven consumers, whereas some of them were, at the 
same time, partaking in different product evaluation formats, such as product reviews 
and product ratings. This indicated that some respondents had higher dedication to 
contributing to online communities of consumers, where others were not active in 
this domain. The remaining respondents were not interested in contributing, or were 
not motivated to contribute, to reviews. These activities are shown in the following 
quotes. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years;  
I don’t post that much these days, probably across all online communities 
that I’m part of, I read more than I post. Perhaps two... up to ten posts per 
week. 
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years:  
I post on Tripadvisor, Foursquare, Google places, FB places, Twitter. I 
currently have 345 friends on FB and 590 followers on Twitter. It keeps me 
very busy.  
Several respondents found product rating as a more acceptable way to express their 
opinions, being less time consuming and evoking less responsibility while providing 
cumulative evaluations.  
Male respondent, age group 46 years and above: 
I don’t have time to write reviews, but I do a lot of likes-dislikes. On some of 
the self-help websites, I wrote some articles occasionally... If I thought I 
could add value. But I don’t write reviews. 
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The sense of responsibility to provide accurate, well-formed and useful product 
reviews was perceived as a norm. This type of public exposure caused slight anxiety 
among some respondents; they were apprehensive about not being able to deliver 
high quality product reviews that would be useful to others.  
Contrasting with non-participative consumers, a group of very active respondents in 
discussions and posting of content was also discovered. Several respondents were 
very vigorous in forums, regularly participating on a daily or weekly basis. They felt 
themselves to be a part of those communities, with a strong sense of responsibility 
toward other members, and an obligation to share their opinions with others.  
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I would say [when posting a product review], I highly recommend this 
product from this store because I like this and that... If I buy the thing online I 
would definitely answer the feedback form. Or I would post a product review.  
I get help from others, so I should do something to help other people. 
Normally every time I buy something, after I received the products, I would 
post something. Sometimes I post on the website where I have purchased 
things, sometimes on other websites where people come to find information 
about products. I feel like it is really helpful and informative to others, it’s a 
good feeling... I expect that everyone else should do the same and post their 
reviews. We should help each other by telling about our shopping experience 
and to learn about products. 
Male respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
I’m eager to talk to people that share similar interests and share my thoughts 
about particular topics or even products. There are groups of people with 
similar interests that I wouldn’t easily encounter outside of that online 
presence [forums]. Online groups are much easier to find, those people 
immediately start engaging whereas in real life you need more efforts to find 
special interest groups. It’s much more satisfying talking to people that see 
things the same way, and I feel like contributing to that conversation. Makes 
me feel like I need to give back something to other people... those that might 
need an advice. 
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Again the obvious polarity between two types of behaviour and participation rates 
has emerged between those that use online forums and inactive respondents (see 
Figure 14). While some consumers were active in posting or participating in forums 
the majority of respondents did not participate by posting this type of UCC.  
Incentives  
Incentives, as a way to reward consumers’ efforts to contribute by writing and 
posting of PRR, were perceived differently among the respondents. A majority of 
respondents were confident that no type of incentive would make them willing to 
consider participation. They thought that this type of activity would require full 
dedication in order to “continuously create, contribute and participate”. Posting UCC 
was considered to be endless work, something that has to be done regularly, a task 
that requires substantial free time. This opinion was common among those 
respondents who reported that they use less UCC. A more positive response was 
given by respondents that had previously posted some type of UCC. They considered 
incentives as a good way to reward their future participation. 
Female respondent, age group 18-25 years: 
If incentives were offered I would be willing to participate even more 
frequently. 
Incentives, as a possible motivator for increasing participation among consumers, 
were among the things that several respondents considered as very attractive. Some 
participants had very clear ideas about types of incentives and suggested ways in 
which they might be more motivating and attractive to consumers. 
Male respondent, age group 36-45 years:  
Let’s say some type of discounts, store credit, free gadgets…  
It was evident that incentives appeared attractive to those respondents that had 
already participated by posting some types of UCC. Further investigation of this 
issue revealed that non-participating respondents were not attracted to incentives as 
possible remuneration for their online participation. Already active consumers in 
posting PRR, however, did find incentives attractive and, potentially, would 
contribute more. Based on these findings, the conclusion was drawn that incentives 
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were not particularly attractive to a majority of consumers who had never posted 
UCC before. Contrary to that, already active contributors and creators of UCC found 
incentives to be motivational. They considered them as a type of reward for their 
contribution, possibly as a driver for more prolific online participation in the future.  
Bearing in mind that the majority of consumers do not post any type of UCC and 
only a few actively write PRR, this means that most visitors to PRR websites are 
there only to read. Using incentives to motivate participation would be successful 
only among contributors, while ‘lurkers’, only reading and not creating UCC, would 
still be passive in that sense. Increasing productivity among contributors could 
possibly result in more profound divergence among social media users.   
4.6 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
This chapter answers the research question about motivations, drivers and barriers to 
consumers’ participation in posting PRR: 
 PRR were the most utilised type of online content; 
 PRR were perceived differently, as was their influence on consumers;  
 Participation rates were very low in regards to any type of UCC; 
 Product ratings were evaluated as the most reliable type of UCC; 
 Writing product reviews was considered a strenuous activity; only 7 out of 43 
respondents ever posted this type of UCC;  
 Comments were the most frequent form of consumers’ online participation; 
 Motivations to participate in posting PRR was very low, compared to greater 
interest among consumers in reading this type of content; 
 The main participation drivers were an intrinsic desire to help fellow 
consumers and to create a reputation within consumer communities; 
 A majority of consumers did not find incentives to be attractive; 
 The minority of active consumers in posting UCC found incentives to be a 
good stimulation for more prolific participation; 
  The main barriers to participation were discovered to be the lack of time and 
will to participate by posting PRR.  
The above findings coincide with previous findings (Nielsen, 2006) that indicate that 
UCC is mainly created by a small minority of online participants, while the majority 
of Internet users are depicted as ‘lurkers’ - passively consuming content. This also 
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indicates that the online public sphere is greatly influenced by opinions of the ‘online 
elite’, a minority of pro-active consumers that are willing to dedicate time and effort 
to inform fellow consumers about various product attributes and related aspects. 
Lowering barriers to participation may lead to a higher number of posts, but 
eventually these posts will probably come from those that have intrinsic motivations.    
All indicated differences among consumers and their behaviour regarding the UCC 
and PRR will be further explained in the following section, which depicts certain 
patterns of respondents’ behaviour.    
4.6.1 EMERGING PATTERNS OF CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR  
Throughout this research an apparent polarity between two types of behaviour among 
respondents emerged. The first group of respondents were more interested in 
technical aspects of CE and learning about new products, but not necessarily buying 
new products in the early days of a product launch (high price sensitivity and 
evaluation of value for money). They had better in-depth knowledge of which 
websites provided what type of information, how useful they were in allocating 
information relevant to their search, and how reliable the information was. These 
respondents regularly read tech news, blogs or tech forums, learning about new 
products, current research or advancements in technology. Apart from their technical 
knowledge and obvious interest in digital technology products, their grasp of social 
media spaces and the reliability of information published on websites made them a 
kind of connoisseur – experts in the field of information search. Their information 
search time was, overall, longer, in regards to number of hours spent in searching 
about particular products, they were familiar with a higher number of websites and 
they were able to provide exact names or web addresses of websites. Further, their 
perception of information reliability was somewhat profound and they had special 
techniques developed for establishing it. For this group of consumers online content 
was only the starting point in their information assessment process. They would 
evaluate the reputation of websites, the quality of its published content, the reliability 
of the published information and users’ profiles (history and number of previous 
posts, topics of previous posts, writing style, quality of presented facts, relatedness to 
discussed topic, and true of false identity). For future reference in this thesis they will 
be called info-active consumers. 
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The opposite type of behaviour was noticeable among consumers who were less 
concerned with technical issues of digital technology products. Their interests were 
in the domain of product availability, delivery, price and customer service. The 
technical knowledge of these respondents was sufficient for using different types of 
devices, but beyond that they did not exhibit any particular concern or 
comprehension of potential technical issues that might arise when purchasing 
products designed for different CE markets. Their interest in products was usually 
initiated through interaction with current users, recommendations from their social 
circles or current technological trends and hype about new gadgets. This group of 
respondents showed lower sensitivity to price, and an eagerness to buy new products 
right after they were launched regardless of the quality or value for money. These 
consumers perceived user created content as being somewhat less useful than the 
info-active consumer. These respondents were not concerned about the quality of 
user created product reviews, they did not question the origin of posted content (for 
example, with regards to fake reviews) and were not apprehensive about the type of 
websites on which they were reading product related information. Within this group 
of consumers a certain level of unawareness of stealth marketing practices was 
noticed. It was found that within this group blogs were not popular or used in their 
information search paths and, to some extent, online forums were also neglected as 
potential sources of information. The time devoted to online research about products 
was significantly shorter in this group, as well as the number of product reviews read 
before forming opinions. Due to these findings the extreme opposite to info-active 
consumers will be called info-passive consumers (Figure 14).    
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FIGURE 14 CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR MODEL: A RANGE OF SEARCHING STYLES   
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS FROM RESEARCH DATA) 
Although two extreme behavioural patterns have been established and described in 
order to explain major differences among participants of this study, it should be 
noted that most of the respondents fall between these two opposite dimensions of 
info-active and info-passive consumers. While info-active consumers’ online 
searches are driven by their interests in technology, they are, at the same time, 
looking for know-how, and expect to get assistance from online communities when it 
comes to technical issues. Those participants revealing this behaviour are also active 
in posting UC PRR, have higher level of appreciation for this type of online content, 
and use UC PRR extensively. The opposite type, the info-passive consumer, has low 
usage of UC PRR especially the unstructured type found in forum discussions, 
although they reported that user created PRR were very useful and helpful, especially 
in cases when they were not able to receive advice from friends and family. Their 
preference and reliance on shop assistants’ advice, especially in specialised stores 
over user created PRR, makes them less attentive and prone to electronic WOM. 
4.6.2 STUDY LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS 
Both types of information search practices, and variations between them, were 
common among all age groups. However, some indicative variations occurred among 
respondents with stronger technical interests. This was a stratified sample (Patton, 
2006) of consumers of digital technology products with recent online purchases. 
Considering that DTP are the type of goods that require certain level of attentiveness 
to product features, some respondents had higher understanding of this product 
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category. Eight out of 43 respondents showed increased interest in technical aspects 
of products over the rest of the sample. The group of respondents less involved and 
less attentive to technical issues of products were strongly presented in this sample. 
During the research these differences were spotted and the sample was tested for 
outliers.  
Outliers are, according to Bethlehem (1999, p.137), “unusual values that are far from 
the location of the distribution” in this case the extreme behaviour displayed by the 
info-active and info-passive respondents. As suggested in the literature (ibid) the 
occurrence of outliers is not necessarily indicative of invalid values and may be part 
of the relevant findings. In this sample there were no extreme cases indicating 
contradictory findings. The data showed that respondents had similar methods for 
searching online content and using PRR.   
After an in-depth investigation and evaluation of the results, the conclusion was 
reached that the respondents displayed a range of different behavioural models that 
varied within the displayed scale of info-active and info-passive type (described in 
Figure 14). There were no extreme groups at either pole and there was plenty of 
variation within this diversified group of respondents. Although outliers may occur 
in randomly selected samples, this was minimised by recruiting a diversified sample 
in regards to socio-economic groups and lifestyles, and additionally with different 
online habits.  
The sample of this study was gathered from consumers from diverse professional and 
educational backgrounds, and was also distributed across age groups to assure 
feedback from consumers with different views, online practices and behaviour. 
Interviewing respondents from different countries additionally allowed testing of the 
extent to which social media is used in the purchasing decision-making process and 
how influential online information sources are, not only on local consumers but also 
beyond. This was very important in order to avoid any ambiguity in the questionnaire 
design for the next stage of the research project – a global online survey.      
If one of the aims of the study was to establish attitudinal and behavioural variations 
in the usage of UCC across the region, or internationally, the sample would have to 
be different; it would be necessary to create additional categories beyond age, 
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profession and educational backgrounds in order to better represent a more diverse 
culture in the statistical population. For this particular research, the sample has 
proven to be of a good size, with 43 information rich respondents of various profiles, 
which is very relevant to this research. The respondents of this study provided 
valuable data for a model that describes types of consumers in relation to their use of 
UCC, the scale of which was further explored in the next stage of the project.  
4.6.3 THE RELEVANCE OF QUALITATIVE FINDINGS 
Based on qualitative comparative analysis of the 43 in-depth interviews and the 
principle of interpretive phenomenological analysis – sensitivity to context (Yardley, 
2000; Smith et al., 2009) it was possible to develop a model that explained info-
search types of consumers and to describe their online searching styles, to depict 
their attitudes toward UCC and explain their level of exposure to commercial, 
advertising or UC content. This model also endorsed WOM in both electronic and 
face-to-face forms as a dominant type of information in the info-search phase of the 
purchasing decision-making process.   
This study explored how user created content such as PRR, as a new type of 
information source, is utilised by consumers in the purchasing decision-making 
process. The results of the qualitative study have confirmed that PRR were the main 
and most utilised type of online content that consumers looked for when searching 
for product related information. However, it was established that PRR were not the 
most trusted type of information source; consumers perceived their friends and 
family to be the most reliable information source and, consequently, the most 
influential in the purchasing decision-making process. These findings outlined a firm 
platform for a quantitative study in the next phase of the research project. 
Considering that this was a cross-sectional study relative to the point in time when 
the research project was conducted, using the purposeful sample (Patton, 2002), it is 
safe to say that results display a current state of online content usage that may not 
apply to the population in general. Since there are no particular differences between 
respondents from different regions, rather they appear among age groups, or amid 
info-active and info-passive consumers. No connection between respondents’ 
education and two types of info-searching styles was established. The quantitative 
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stage of the research followed up, examining the aspects of the major postulates and 
paradigms explored in this thesis – in a study with consumers of DTP. The following 
chapter outlines the quantitative research findings. 
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Chapter 5: QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 
The previous chapter presented findings of the qualitative study introducing the 
phenomenologically-informed model (Smith et al., 2009) of info-active and info-
passive consumers. Upon establishing a theoretical model on usage and attitudes 
toward PRR, the quantitative study further explored the research questions on a 
larger scale. This chapter will present findings of the quantitative study – an online 
survey with 500 respondents who were recent buyers of DTP. The following chapter 
will present the discussion in regards to the findings of these two mixed method 
studies.  
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5.1 INTRODUCTION TO QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 
This section examines in detail the quantitative research data from 500 respondents 
collected through an online survey among international consumers of DTP aged 18 
years and over. The design of the questionnaire was devised from the findings of the 
qualitative study conducted in 2011 and piloted prior to the launch of the online 
survey. In exploratory studies, where examination is conducted via mixed method 
approach, collected qualitative data can be further supplemented by findings of a 
quantitative study. This process represents the continuum rather than dichotomy, 
according to Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998). Data triangulation (Denzin, 1978), or 
combining data sources when exploring a social phenomenon, leads to better 
understanding through “seeking convergence of results”  (Greene et al., 1998 cited in 
Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998, p.43). Through the qualitative study the constructs 
and questions that were utilised in the online survey were tested and adjusted. The 
next section explains how the findings of the quantitative study will be presented. 
5.1.1 PRESENTATION OF COLLECTED DATA 
This study features the results collected from 500 eligible respondents. Of the 
recorded number of participants that entered the online survey, 94.3 per cent of 
respondents were eligible and 5.7 per cent were not eligible for this research. The 
next section will outline the demographic characteristics of the sample in the 
following order: respondents’ demographic data depicting their age groups, 
education, type of employment, contribution to household income, role regarding the 
purchasing of digital technology products and type of digital technology products 
owned by households.  
5.1.2 DEMOGRAPHICS  
Data collected in this survey came from respondents from 31 countries, with 48 per 
cent of female respondents and 52 per cent of male respondents. Respondent ages 
were categorised using the same age groups established for the qualitative part of the 
project (Table 8).  
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TABLE 8 ONLINE SURVEY SAMPLE: AGE GROUPS IN % 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The education levels of respondents were recorded according to their current level of 
education, and distributed across four types. As demonstrated in Table 9, all types of 
education were nearly equally presented, while respondents with a Master degree had 
a higher participation rate.  
TABLE 9 ONLINE SURVEY SAMPLE: EDUCATION IN % 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The current work status of respondents was recorded by type of employment. This 
question allowed for a multiple choice, as some respondents were included in two or 
more categories (Table 10).  
TABLE 10 ONLINE SURVEY SAMPLE: EMPLOYMENT IN % 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The respondents’ contribution to household income was used to determine their 
socio-economic role in households. This category was used instead of income levels 
mainly due to the inability of the software used for data collection to integrate and 
recalculate different currencies (Table 11). 
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TABLE 11 ONLINE SURVEY SAMPLE: CONTRIBUTION TO HOUSEHOLD INCOME IN % 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
Regarding the role of respondents in purchasing digital technology products within 
their households, respondents were offered six categories of decision-making 
involvement (Table 12):  
TABLE 12 ONLINE SURVEY SAMPLE: ROLE IN PURCHASING DTP IN % 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The type of products that respondents owned in their households was used to 
establish their previous purchases of digital technology products, and the list 
included 15 categories. The results show that the category “Other”, which accrued 
over five per cent of responses, included such devices as: a type of DTP - HDTV Set 
Top Box or PVR, VOIP router, Bluetooth earphones, digital radio, heart rate monitor 
(Table 13).  
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TABLE 13 ONLINE SURVEY SAMPLE: OWNERSHIP OF DTP IN % 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The results indicate that the most common DTP among consumers were personal 
computers or laptops, mobile or smart phones and digital cameras. At the time of 
data collection tablet devices and 3D TV sets were still new on the consumer market 
and, as such, are underrepresented in these findings. Considering that this was a 
cross-sectional study, this data shows existing state of ownership of DTP among 
respondents. The results demonstrate that the respondents of this study owned a 
variety of devices. The ownership of recently launched products such as 3D TV sets, 
tablet devices, and e-book readers or high penetration of LCD and plasma TV sets 
confirmed the initial assumption that CE are one of the most frequently upgraded 
durable products.  
5.1.3 CONCLUSIONS  
The sample structure of this survey was as per the following. The majority of 
respondents were 26-35, while the age group representing over 46 years was least 
represented. The education levels of respondents were equally distributed, while 
Master degrees were slightly overrepresented. The majority of participants were 
employed full-time. Respondents indicated that they were the main or the substantial 
income earner in the household, which confirms the previous category of full-time 
employees. The main purchasing decision-makers were similarly represented as 
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those who decided on a purchase together with other household members, accounting 
for over 80 per cent of the sample. Ownership of DTP showed that recently launched 
and novel products (offering a new type of technology) had already been acquired by 
respondents. This, confirmed that innovators and early adopters were present in the 
sample and that DTP are frequently purchased in households. All these indicators 
demonstrate high diversity among respondents. The next section will present the 
findings with regard to the research questions. 
5.2 USAGE OF PRR  
In order to answer the research question: how and at what point of the info-search 
phase do consumers utilise user created PRR as an information source when 
researching DTP, the next part depicts reasons for searching and how much 
purchasing intention motivates the search about digital technology products.  
5.2.1 PURCHASING INTENTION 
Question 5  
What is usually the reason for you to search for digital technology products? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 14 REASONS FOR SEARCHING DTP 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The searching process for DTP was very much driven by the purchasing intentions of 
consumers, as reported in the high frequency of responses for options “Considering a 
purchase” and “Replacing an old product”. Only slightly less influential was “The 
recommendation by someone they knew”, indicating that WOM from close ties was 
more dominant not only in the purchasing decision-making process but as a driver of 
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the information searching phase, more so than any marketing activity. Additionally, 
“Special offers” and “Mentioned by an expert/read about it” had a very strong 
influence in creating interest among consumers, considerably more so than a need for 
a particular / innovative gadget or a prompt by advertising. This shows that 
consumers were under the strong influence of conversations in their social circles, 
which consequently drove their search activities, although there were significantly 
more listening (Recommendation by someone you know) than actively providing 
recommendations to others (Want to learn more about new products to be able to 
engage in social conversations) or learning about the latest and new products (Want 
to keep up with trends).  
These results show that participating in social conversations, or an online form of it – 
posting of UCC, is not a priority for consumers. These results confirm the qualitative 
research findings that consumers read UCC to a greater extent than they actively 
gave advice; consuming more information than producing. The influence of social 
contacts is evident here as being one of the major drivers for DTP related searches. 
Based on the presented data it is possible to point out that recommendations from 
social contacts or experts initiate interest for DTP and may consequently lead to 
purchasing intention. Data from this question indicated that personal sources, such as 
friends, family, colleagues and other social contacts, as well as experts, have the 
strongest integrity and power to influence consumers. The next section defines the 
importance of the type of information in regards to DTP category. 
 
5.2.2 IMPORTANCE OF INFORMATION IN DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY PRODUCT 
CATEGORY 
Question 4 
When searching for information on the Internet about digital technology products, 
what do you most look for, and how important is it?    
 5 point scale – very unimportant, somewhat important, neutral, somewhat 
important, very important. 
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TABLE 15 IMPORTANT INFORMATION IN DTP CATEGORY 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
The most important information when searching online about DTP was reported to 
be information about product quality or value for money, product price comparison 
and expert opinion. This confirms consumers’ sensitivity in regards to product 
pricing and the prospect of longer searches prior to purchases, as has been previously 
indicated in the qualitative study.  In addition to searches for product quality or better 
value for money, experts’ opinions are found to be useful during the information 
search phase. While preferred brands were not as important as price they were still a 
considerably important factor in this phase, as well as being general information or 
news about DTP and new upgrades / improvements / accessories. The least probable 
reason for searching online about digital technology products was that the consumer 
was just browsing.  
The qualitative findings stated that consumers were predominantly using UCC for 
product evaluation, quality check-ups and product prices. Data presented here 
confirms that information about product quality and value for money, which 
translates into product price, were the most important category for respondents. 
Consumers narrow their searches within a particular price range and then further 
explore other product attributes using user created PRR. In marketing terms, product 
reviews and product ratings may be the crucial crossroad for consumers when 
searching for DTP as they feature information that is relevant for price sensitive 
consumers. The next section explains what evokes interest in digital technology 
products among respondents. 
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5.2.3 DRIVERS OF INTEREST IN CATEGORY OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY PRODUCTS 
Question 1 
What triggers your interest for digital technology products? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 16 TRIGGERS OF INTEREST IN DTP CATEGORY 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
Talking to friends and family and recommendations from experts were the two 
highest ranking items. This data confirms the qualitative findings that friends and 
family (in a form of word of mouth from someone they know) was the most utilised 
information source for consumers in their product related searches. Conversations 
with friends and family most frequently triggered consumers’ realisation about the 
‘need to own’ a product, extending their interest in a particular product category or 
brand and generating more information searches about DTP. In marketing terms, this 
indicates that a recommendation from someone close to the consumer more 
efficiently prompts brand recall during the information search phase than do 
advertising campaigns.  
Visiting local and online stores and promotions or special offers were also reasons 
for triggering interest for DTP. While advertising failed to prompt consumers to look 
for DTP, retailers were more successful in attracting potential customers with 
promotions and special offers. 
The online advertising, conversations in social networks, discussions in online 
forums and brands mentioned in tech blogs had the lowest impact in triggering 
interest among consumers of DTP. Advertising in traditional media was somewhat 
more noticed by consumers. These results indicate that advertising as a category is 
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differently perceived online, while traditional media is somewhat more successful. 
This signals to the marketing industry that online advertising may not be the best 
format for social media, and other forms of marketing communication should be 
tested before setting online advertising budgets.   
The RQ 1 (How and at what point of the info-search phase do consumers utilise user 
generated content in the form of PRR as information sources?) was here partially 
explained that the main motive for extensive product research was WOM from 
people close to consumers, or recommendations from experts. Further, consumers’ 
interest was reported to be initiated by visiting stores both offline and online and 
reading news stories, while online advertising was least inspiring for consumers. This 
suggests that in-store integrated marketing activities may be more influential on 
consumers and a better investment for companies than online advertising. The next 
section will explain how respondents conducted their DTP researches.   
5.2.4 SEARCH PATHS  
The qualitative findings indicated that most consumers start their information 
searches with search engines, and by going to particular websites. In order to 
establish what other prospects consumers utilise to conduct their searches the 
following question offered an extensive list of potential information sources.  
Question 2  
When looking for information about digital technology products, how do you 
usually start your search? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 17 ONLINE SEARCHES 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
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The results shown here confirmed that consumers most frequently use search 
engines, while slightly less talk to other people that already own a product, check 
prices and product reviews online, go to websites of manufacturers with product 
descriptions or consult friends and family. These results show that consumers’ 
personal experiences with products by WOM have a strong impact on other 
consumers. However, search engines, to some extent, manage this influence by 
offering listings of websites that provide consumer testimonials and a ranking. 
However, ads positioned next to listed items were not necessarily attractive for 
consumers in this process. This was confirmed in both qualitative and quantitative 
findings. Furthermore, consumers did not rely on product information that came from 
marketing communication material, advertisements and news stories.  
As shown already in the qualitative findings, consumers conducted product related 
searches that were not initiated by advertising, instead they combined several 
information sources while at the same time evaluating the source itself and the 
quality of information it provided. The above data confirmed these qualitative 
results, where consumers indicated that advertising, information coming from 
retailers, news stories and personal blogs had little influence on them, or were 
sometimes ignored, perceiving them as less assertive and persuasive than marketers 
might consider them to be.  
In regards to RQ 1 these findings again confirm that WOM information (talking to 
people who already own a product) is especially significant in the information search 
phase and that user created product reviews (online stores with consumer product 
reviews and manufacturers’ websites with consumer product reviews) were valuable 
online resources frequently utilised by consumers, especially when they were not 
able to rely on friends and family in regards to DTP.  
Further, respondents confirmed that websites featuring consumer created product 
reviews were where their searches frequently started (see values in Table 17 
indicated for “Often”). Although in most cases the searches were ignited by using 
search engines, the listed content was handpicked by consumers, and in many cases 
consumers decided to single out user created product reviews as a starting point in 
learning about DTP. This confirms previous findings that PRR are used by 
consumers in the information search phase of the purchasing decision-making 
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process, especially in high involvement purchases of DTP. The next section will 
explore consumers’ attitudes toward the reliability of online and offline information 
sources. 
5.2.5 RELIABILITY OF INFORMATION SOURCES  
This section of the survey explored consumers’ attitudes toward various information 
sources. More specifically, how user generated content, in a form of product reviews 
and ratings, is evaluated as reliable in comparison to other information sources and 
WOM information. 
Question 3 
Thinking about your last or next purchase of a digital technology product, how 
reliable would you consider the following sources to be? 
 5 point scale – very unreliable, somewhat unreliable, neutral, somewhat 
reliable, very reliable.  
TABLE 18 RELIABILITY OF INFO-SOURCES 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
Friends and family were again, similar to the qualitative findings, on top of the list as 
the most reliable information source for consumers. Detailed user generated product 
reviews and professional blogs and expert product reviews were, similarly to the 
qualitative findings, confirmed as being reliable. However, these results rank UCC 
product reviews higher than in the findings of the qualitative study, showing a higher 
level of appreciation for this type of UCC among the general population of Internet 
users. 
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Product ratings, the category that was not rated in the qualitative study, was 
introduced in the second phase of the research and was confirmed to be relevant for 
the evaluation of information sources. However, previous indications that product 
ratings may be the type of content that consumers find to be more reliable than 
product reviews, was not confirmed by these results.  
Least reliable information sources were considered to be advertising or infomercials 
and automated recommendations based on purchasing patterns, followed by 
information from online retailers and retailers or shop assistants, and magazine or 
news stories. At the same time, most of the respondents were neutral toward these 
sources (see values in Table 18 indicated for “Neutral”) while advertising or 
infomercials and automated recommendations based on purchasing patterns had the 
highest rate of unreliability (see values in Table 18 indicated for very unreliable, 
somewhat unreliable). These are strong indicators that online advertising, in any 
form or shape, should not be considered as a persuasive tool to influence consumers.  
Reflecting the findings of the qualitative study, this study confirmed that most of the 
top ranking information sources (friends and family, user generated product reviews, 
professional blogs or experts’ product review) were considered to be the most 
reliable sources of information. Manufacturers, for example, or the product 
information they provide, were also rated considerably highly, confirming previous 
findings.  
User created content, being in a form of user created product reviews, user 
recommendations, discussions in forums, or user product ratings were highly 
evaluated as reliable – more so than advertising or infomercials. In the qualitative 
part of the research, consumers reported that user created content was a useful tool in 
the information search phase. Not only was it helpful for becoming informed about 
product prices, technical capabilities and features but for finding out about available 
options or substitute products. While automated recommendations (based on 
purchasing patterns) presented in this data set were not very highly evaluated by 
consumers, the qualitative findings show that they were considered to be very useful 
for finding new and alternative products (e.g., Amazon recommendations), and 
consumers reportedly looked them up during the information search phase.  
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These findings directly respond to RQ 3 (How reliable are social media information 
sources perceived to be by consumers who use them?) that user created content 
provided via social media communication channels is not considered to be a highly 
reliable source like friends and family, but, rather, is at the same level as experts’ 
opinions, and is significantly more reliable than advertising and news stories. The 
next section defines post-purchase behaviour as a potential driver for consumers’ 
participation in posting user created product reviews and ratings.  
5.2.6 POST PURCHASE BEHAVIOUR RELATED TO (DIS)SATISFACTION 
This section of the research was designated to explore consumers’ behaviour in 
regards to posting user created content, assuming that satisfaction or dissatisfaction 
with the purchased product at the last phase of the purchasing decision-making 
process (purchase evaluation phase) is the crucial driver for online participation and 
posting of PRR. The following set of questions was used to explore this issue in 
regards to RQ 4 (What are the motivations, and drivers for, and the barriers to 
consumers’ participation in posting product reviews and ratings?). 
Question 6 
Do you usually share your satisfaction or dissatisfaction about the purchased 
product with others? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 19 ONLINE PARTICIPATION – EXPRESSING (DIS)SATISFACTION 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
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The majority of respondents reported that those in their close social circles, like 
family, partner, friends and colleagues, and other types of personal contacts, like 
school friends, acquaintances or club members, were informed about their 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with a purchased product, while under half of 
respondents told people about it in their online social networks, which indicates that 
face-to-face communication is still a dominant mode of communication when it 
comes to expressing feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. It was apparent that 
significantly fewer consumers participated by writing online reviews, although 
writing comments or participating in discussions was a more popular way to express 
their opinions.  
These results coincide with the qualitative findings, where respondents reported that 
writing product reviews was time-consuming and a notably more demanding process 
than the rating of products (thumbs up – down, stars, scale). Despite their satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction with the purchased product a large majority did not contribute by 
writing the product reviews. The literature about customer satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction and complaining behaviour (Grønhaug and Zaltman, 1981; Richins 
and Bloch, 1991; Patterson, 1993) examines the profiles of complaining and non-
complaining customers to try to establish factors that determine this type of 
behaviour, but not to whom and how customers present their complaints. This 
research addresses the gap in the literature about how and to whom customers mostly 
complain. Data reveals that only 20 per cent of customers do not state their 
dis/satisfaction with purchased products. Customers express their opinions mainly 
within their social circles. More than a third of consumers either rated a product 
online or told retailers/sales personnel. These findings show that consumers are not 
passive when it comes to expressing their opinions, but they prefer to do it with 
people they know. 
These results imply that only very dedicated consumers who were willing to devote 
enough time and efforts to writing product reviews (differing from a higher number 
of respondents that have posted comments or rated products) were possibly capable 
of influencing opinions of others in social media spaces. While these consumers pose 
as ‘market mavens’ due to the frequency and visibility of their postings, their 
authority is capable of swaying opinion toward or against products and brands. 
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Social media by its nature is egalitarian, allowing everyone to publicly express their 
opinions. This notion that everyone can post, does not necessarily mean that 
everyone does post. However, increasing the participation rates among consumers 
doesn’t necessarily mean that the quality of UCC will increase in reciprocity with 
their quantity, as the majority of consumers do not have expertise necessary to create 
first-rate product reviews.  
The findings presented here suggest that only a highly exposed minority of 
consumers that frequently post product reviews are able to influence the public. 
Others, expressing their opinions within their social circles, may be less influential in 
numbers. By introducing the social networking sites into the equation, where nodes 
of the network are connected through common contacts, this influence is 
significantly extended. Considering that social networking sites are the online 
equivalent of offline social networks, and that the highest level of reliability was 
displayed toward friends and family, it is proposed that this type of social media 
provides constructive environment for marketing communication.  
While major social networking sites focus on advertising to increase revenues, 
companies and brands on social networking websites that try to connect with as 
many as possible of their current and potential customers – in order to create yet 
another type of ‘fan clubs’, this time in social networking sites. These findings 
suggest that using social nodes – friends and family as vehicles to convey 
information about products to their social contacts – may be a more efficient way to 
promote products and brands. The next section explores consumers’ reasons for 
posting product evaluations online.  
5.2.7 REASONS FOR POSTING AND PARTICIPATION RATES 
Throughout the qualitative part of the research it was established that only a small 
number of consumers evaluated products online. Further, active contributors to UCC 
indicated that incentives would make the posting of product reviews more appealing.  
This question examined what respondents’ reasons were for posting or sharing 
opinions about DTP online, and if incentives would be a potential driver for online 
participation.  
 
  
Chapter 5: Quantitative Findings 155 
Question 7 
Why do you post or share your opinion about digital technology products online? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 20 REASONS FOR POSTING 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
This question tested several determinants in relation to what motivates consumers to 
post UCC. The offered options in this question provided responses that presented 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction as the main reason for posting online evaluation of 
products. Altruistic motivations for posting opinions about DTP online, namely 
keeping someone from making the same mistake and assisting others in making an 
informed decision, were predominantly named as reasons for evaluating products 
online. While the top rated option had a negative connotation, representing 
dissatisfaction with the purchased products, the second rated reason presented both 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction as a potential driver for online participation.  
The results of the previous question show that consumers preferred to express their 
dis/satisfaction within their social circles. Combined with data in this table it is 
conclusive that the main reason for advising others about products is an intrinsic 
desire to help people, like family, friends, colleagues and peers. Again, if we reflect 
on the nature of social media sites and its increasing number of users, it is likely that 
participation in posting of the online content will increase with time as social online 
communication becomes a standard in human interaction.  
Interestingly, incentives were not reported to be particularly crucial to consumers’ 
participation in posting or sharing their opinion online, or in gaining public 
recognition or influence. Similarly to the results of the previously presented findings, 
supporting brands was not at the top of consumers’ priorities.  
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Regarding RQ 4 this data indicated that incentives would not be an appropriate 
instrument for increasing participation rates. Accentuating the spirit of communities 
and promoting unselfish behaviour may be a more productive way to achieve 
increased participation. 
5.2.8 DISSATISFACTION - THE MAIN DRIVER FOR POSTING 
In order to establish the main drivers for consumer participation in posting user 
created PRR, the following question explored whether satisfaction or dissatisfaction 
was the strongest driver among respondents, or whether there were other possible 
reasons and time of posting in relation to the purchasing decision.  
Question 9  
When do you post or share your evaluation / opinion online? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, always, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 21 TIME OF POSTING: PRE-PURCHASE VS.POST-PURCHASE 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
 
Most of the consumers were willing to share their purchasing decisions and to 
evaluate products after the purchase, while a significantly small per cent of 
consumers evaluated products before purchasing. The majority of responses 
verifying the post-purchase evaluation confirm that consumers re-evaluate their 
purchasing decisions in the last phase of the purchasing decision-making process by 
posting their product evaluation or opinion online.  
In accordance with the qualitative research findings, the above data confirmed that 
online participation in posting product evaluations was mainly a post purchase 
activity. It was confirmed again that dissatisfaction was a much stronger motive to 
post product evaluations than was satisfaction.  
  
Chapter 5: Quantitative Findings 157 
As queried in RQ 1, how and at what point of the info-search phase do consumers 
utilise user created content in the form of PRR as an information source when 
searching digital technology products, it was confirmed that only a small number of 
consumers posted user created PRR, and mostly after the purchase. These results 
suggest that post-purchase evaluation of products, as the last phase of the purchasing 
decision-making process, is the time when consumers mostly publicly express their 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with a purchased product. In most cases they did that 
after being asked to evaluate products. These findings indicate that dissatisfaction is 
to an extent a stronger driver of consumers’ participation in creating product reviews 
and ratings.   
5.2.9 MOST POPULAR LOCATIONS FOR POSTING  
This question investigated where consumers post their product evaluations online. 
The question specifically referred to their last purchase, so this data may not show 
where they posted on other occasions. This was an open-ended question, and 
websites were classified in the data analysis stage of the research project according to 
their type.  
Question 10 
Thinking about your last major purchase of a digital technology product, which 
websites did you use to express your reviews, opinion or comment?  
 
FIGURE 15 POSTING ON SOCIAL MEDIA WEBSITES IN %  
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
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The most popular websites for posting UC product evaluations were social networks 
and online communities, explicitly: Facebook and Twitter. This confirms previous 
results that respondents preferred to express their dis/satisfaction within their social 
circles, in this case among their online social networking friends. Online retail stores, 
Amazon and eBay, were also popular places to post PRR. Media news and blogs 
where consumers can post comments were mentioned by a certain number of 
respondents. Other review sites (Choice, Digital Photography Review) and personal 
blogs were the least used social media websites on which to post content.  
These results demonstrate that a considerable number of consumers evaluated 
products on social networking websites and not on product reviews websites 
specifically designed for this purpose. Consumers may not perceive this process as 
posting online content but as chatting with their friends and peers. This further 
indicates that WOM about products and brands in social networks is not thought to 
be a type of marketing communication, and for this reason may be more persuasive 
than advertising. The next question explores the type of identity consumers take on 
when evaluating products. 
5.2.10 POSTING MODES 
Assuming that one of the advantages of participating through social media was 
anonymity, and at the same time being a suitable way to conceal a real identity when 
it comes to stealth marketing practices, consumers were asked what type of identity 
they used when evaluating products online.  
Question 8 
How do you usually post or share information about digital technology products? 
 5 point scale – never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. 
TABLE 22 ONLINE POSTING IDENTITY 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
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The highest number of respondents indicated that they posted online using their 
screen name, or anonymously, while a lesser number used their real identity. 
However, the number of respondents using their real identity was surprisingly higher 
than had been assumed prior to this research. This indicates that postings in social 
media are not perceived to be intimidating to the privacy of consumers and that 
posting product evaluations online using a real identity is an accepted way of 
participating for a significant number of respondents. One can argue that persistent 
use of a screen name or avatar leads to identification with the assumed identity and 
has the same effect as posting using a real name. Assumed identities, when used 
extensively, become recognisable and reputable, and, just like nicknames, may 
become part of someone’s name. There may be little substantive difference between 
posting under a real name and posting under a well-known alias.   
Further, this may be an indication that higher transparency toward identity of online 
users and social media participants may become more prevalent in the future, 
therefore diminishing opportunities for posting fake reviews and other types of 
unethical marketing practices. From a marketing perspective, concerns that 
consumers perceive social media applications as invasive when collecting personal 
data (for example, about browsing, shopping preferences or friendships with brands) 
may not be accurate. The qualitative findings conveyed that consumers were fairly 
aware that their behaviour was monitored through check-ins of their shopping carts 
or records of their purchases using payment cards.  
As for social networking sites, the qualitative findings indicated that consumers used 
their real identities and were very cautious about their public postings. By further 
exploring this issue through the survey it was confirmed that the real identity was an 
acceptable way for posting online content for a significant number of participants.  
5.3 THE SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
The presented findings of the mixed method approach came from two studies. From 
the qualitative study of 43 in-depth interviews with consumers and the quantitative 
study with results devised from an international survey of 500 users of digital 
technology products. The following conclusions outline the findings of both studies.   
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The results show that user created PRR is a dominant type of information source in 
the social media sphere, prevalent on both non-commercial and commercial 
websites. This type of content was most frequently used by consumers when they 
conducted their product related online searches. UC PRR is a trusted type of content, 
but not the most reliable type of information source. Consumers consider their 
friends and family to be the most reliable source of information.  
In regards to the research questions, this research revealed the following: 
RQ1 - How and at what point of the info-search phase do consumers utilise 
user created content in the form of product reviews, ratings and 
recommendations, as information sources?  
Consumers have confirmed that they often use UC PRR to learn about products, 
mostly in the info-search phase of their purchasing decision-making process, using 
various social media sites and different types of online content. Consumers posted 
PRR typically in the post-purchase evaluation phase if dissatisfied with a purchase or 
when prompted to evaluate products. To a lesser extent, they evaluated products 
online when satisfied with a purchase.  
It was stated that user created PRR were very useful for learning about products, 
especially when it wasn’t possible to seek advice from people in close social circles, 
like friends, family, colleagues and acquaintances. The study confirmed that PRR in 
a form of electronic WOM was widely available and easily accessible on various 
social media websites. 
The findings verify that consumers evaluate products through WOM, both online and 
offline. Word-of-mouth information was found to be appreciated, and was often 
sought throughout the info-search process. Friends and family, or people in close 
social circles, creating personalised word of mouth, embody private information 
sources. User created PRR as electronic WOM were frequently used in the info-
search phase, but were mostly created in the post-purchase phase of the purchasing 
decision-making process.  
RQ2 - What are consumers’ attitudes toward user created product reviews 
and ratings? 
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The attitudes of consumers toward UC PRR were positive, and considered useful 
with plenty of product related information. Product ratings were the most popular 
type of UCC, a simple and straightforward way to evaluate products. Product 
recommendations such as personal testimonials were found to be reliable, but not 
easy to write. They were often interpreted as positive product reviews. Product 
reviews, the most prevalent type of UCC, were found to be considerably reliable 
among a majority of respondents, but some consumers questioned their origin and 
quality of information in this type of user created content, stating that most of the 
posted reviews were fake and should not be trusted. Experts’ product reviews were 
considered to be of high quality, especially when testing products and relying on 
research data, and of better quality than user created PRR.  
Online forums featuring product related information were believed to provide 
detailed explanations, personal views and beliefs. This type of user created content 
was not equally appreciated among consumers. Some respondents did not find 
forums particularly valuable and rarely used them when searching online. Several 
consumers praised posted content in online forums as information rich and used it to 
a greater extent. The rationale behind these opposite standpoints was revealed to be 
“Previous experience” with this type of content, which made it easier to navigate 
through or for understanding the logic of the posted comments.  
RQ3 – How reliable are social media information sources perceived to be by 
consumers who use them? 
With a variety of new types of content coming from online information sources it 
was confirmed that consumers frequently used both offline and online information 
when searching for DTP. In the physical world, consumers get advice and 
recommendations from their social contacts, face-to-face or WOM; manufacturers 
and retailers who deliver technical data, support and shopping guidance; and from 
traditional media deliverers of advertising messages and marketing related materials. 
Similarly, the Internet offers numerous types of information; electronic WOM in the 
form of PRR, sales figures, manuals and instructions, experts’ advice and industry 
news. All offer a variety of information sources. Consumers do not rely only on one 
type of information; they combine information from various sources in order to 
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generate enough material that will allow them to make an informed purchasing 
decision.  
Although WOM from friends and family was top rated as a reliable info-source in 
both studies; social media sources, specifically detailed user generated product 
reviews and professional blogs and experts’ product reviews, were also found to be 
very reliable. However, it was confirmed that older consumers do not share the same 
standpoint toward friends and family as younger age groups. The oldest age group 
rated this type of information source considerably lower, giving preference to 
consumer reports and experts. Advertising and marketing related materials, although 
widely present in various forms and formats both offline and online, were regarded 
by respondents as the least reliable information source.  
Social media sources were not equally trusted or found to be useful by consumers. In 
the qualitative study it was reported that product ratings provided more truthful 
assessments of products, presenting multiple consumers’ opinions in numeric forms. 
Product reviews and recommendations were found to be descriptive and useful, but 
at the same time their reliability was questioned, in regards to who wrote them and 
for what reason. Respondents who were familiar with online forums, or had used 
them before, regarded posted information as truthful. This type of content was more 
appreciated among respondents from 26 to 45 years of age. The quantitative study 
tested three forms of user created content: product reviews, ratings and online 
forums. The results showed that detailed user generated product reviews and online 
forums have the highest reliability among respondents. 
While WOM from friends and family was found to have the highest reliability 
among consumers, especially among younger respondents, social media sources, 
such as user created PRR and professional blogs and experts’ product reviews, were 
found to be considerably reliable and were frequently used. Product reviews created 
by consumers or professionals led the reliability ratings in the social media sphere, 
while marketing related information was less persuasive, or was less utilised by 
consumers, in the purchasing decision-making process.  
RQ4 - What are the motivations, and drivers for, and the barriers to 
consumers’ participation in posting product reviews and ratings? 
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This study confirmed that participation rates in creating and posting PRR were low. 
Consumers generally read PRR, while very few wrote and posted reviews. 
Respondents reported that writing product reviews was a demanding task, for which 
they lacked energy and time. The main motivation for evaluating products online was 
customer dissatisfaction, the driver of this type of behaviour was found to be a desire 
to help others not to make the same mistakes.  
Barriers to consumer participation were lack of time and dedication to engage in this 
type of consumer feedback. Incentives, as a way to increase online participation in 
posting PRR, were not found to be particularly attractive to a majority of consumers, 
mainly those that had never posted before. Respondents with previous posting 
experience were positive that incentives would make them create and post more 
PRR. 
This study revealed that although a very small number of respondents posted online 
content, those who did so were doing it mostly on social networking websites and on 
online retailing sites. Review websites, designed to generate user created content and 
to use it as a unique selling proposition to attract online visitors looking for product 
related information, were used less by consumers to publicly evaluate products. 
Personal blogs, once a popular way to broadcast personal opinions to wider 
audiences, were less popular among younger respondents as a place to evaluate 
products or read others’ opinions. With a growing number of people using social 
networking sites, personal blogs are slowly losing their appeal to consumers. Online 
retailing websites were another common place to evaluate products; however, to a 
lesser degree than social networking sites. This was strongly supported by the 
findings. Respondents primarily expressed their dis/satisfaction with purchased 
products to their online and offline social contacts, or rated the products online.   
Social networking sites provide communication channels to post opinions that are 
visible to friends, family and peers, enabling consumers to reach numerous 
connections with a single post. Online retailers encourage customers to post their 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction and assess the quality of delivered products and the 
provided services. Therefore, some consumers would post a product review when 
evoked to do so.  
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5.4 THE RELEVANCE OF FINDINGS  
The results of this study are relevant to the demystification of user participation in 
social media sites and their use of UCC and attitudes toward PRR. The results reveal 
that consumers frequently utilise UCC, but rarely post. This leads to the conclusion 
that UCC is created by a small number of ‘influencers’ – consumers committed to 
creating and posting content. Considering that the number of consumers posting UC 
PRR is a relatively small proportion of users, their evaluations of products may not 
necessarily correspond to the views of less advanced users. We can assume that 
consumers relying on posted PRR may not always find them wholly reliable as their 
personal abilities may not match those of the lead users. Furthermore, as a somewhat 
small number of consumers are writing and posting reviews, fake product reviews 
can be easily deployed to influence the online assessment of products and the overall 
presentation of product quality.    
The above findings support the model that is derived from the qualitative study, 
which depicts two extreme types of online users and variations in-between. These 
two extreme types are described as dexterous researchers and active participants in 
social media conversations and were called info-active consumers, and info-passive 
consumers or inert users of online content not participating or posting user created 
content. This model also shows variations of these two extreme types of online 
behaviour, showing different levels of engagement with social media content. The 
model broadens our understanding of how consumers perceive, use and contribute to 
user created content, and how influential this type of information is on their 
purchasing decision-making process.  
This cross-sectional study captures the current situation in social media sphere by 
presenting the findings of the extensive consumer behaviour study. As a result of this 
study, a new model of consumer usage and information searching behaviour has been 
developed. This model shows that consumers use social media websites to search for 
information about products in different ways, identifying two distinctive types of 
user: info-active and info-passive social media users. The next chapter will further 
discuss these finding in regards to the relevant literature and findings from other 
research projects.     
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Chapter 6: DISCUSSION 
The behavioural patterns developed from the findings of the qualitative study were 
explained in Chapter 4, while the quantitative study explored the extent of 
consumers’ engagement with PRR in Chapter 5. This chapter will discuss findings of 
both studies, linking and debating relevant findings in regards to research questions.  
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6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The important findings of this research are in the area of user created content, also 
called electronic word of mouth, in the form of online product reviews and ratings. 
While the literature recognises that the WOM phenomenon occurs in both offline and 
online environments, how WOM information is perceived in regards to its source, or 
the type of social relationship recipients have with the source, has not been explored. 
The origin of WOM plays a significant role and influences the level of reliability at 
which this informal information exchange is perceived. While traditional WOM was 
disseminated among people who knew each other, user created content, or electronic 
WOM, may come from virtual strangers, hence the perceived reliability of the 
content is different.  
This research explored how consumers used electronic WOM in their online 
searches, and how influential this type of info-source was on the purchasing 
decision-making process. It was revealed that consumers had different strategies for 
conducting their product related searches. Not only did consumers use various 
information sources, but their level of engagement with the content that those sources 
provided was different. These findings assisted in deriving a model that portrays how 
consumers use available information, in this thesis called info-active and info-passive 
models.  
The info-active and info-passive models describe the continuum of different product 
related searching styles that consumers display when considering a purchase. This 
model can explain the consumption of online content and how consumers utilise 
available content when searching online, for example, when reading news. The 
importance of understanding how, where, and to what extent users engage with the 
content in their online searches is relevant for marketing theory and industry. At the 
general level, the findings presented here describe uses of Internet content and 
information consumption, but for the marketing and advertising industries it 
elucidates consumer behaviour and current trends in social media, and for operators 
of websites and for content publishers it clarifies usage and the attitudes toward 
different types of online content and social media formats.  
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6.2 INFO-ACTIVE AND INFO-PASSIVE MODEL 
The key findings of the thesis, about consumption of UCC in the form of PRR are 
based on behavioural patterns of consumers during the information search phase of 
the purchasing decision-making process. The category of DTP was selected as being 
the best suited for the purposes of this study. When considering a purchase of this 
type of product, consumers tend to spend more time researching and learning about 
products, comparing prices, looking for product substitutes, while accessing various 
information sources. While DTP are high-involvement products, they are also widely 
owned and frequently purchased by consumers, thereby providing a convenience 
sample of information-rich cases. The findings about how people search online and 
utilise UCC, although conducted among consumers of a specific product category, 
are wide-ranging and can be generally applied. Findings of this study pointed to 
online searches of consumers being varied in style, depth, time, web location and 
attentiveness to detail. In this study it was established that one of the most popular 
ways to acquire information was through WOM, both offline and online.  
Through research it was discovered that online searching styles strongly diverge and 
reveal two extremes: info-active and info-passive types, with numerous variations in-
between. Info-active consumers are vigorous online researchers, well informed, 
acquainted with different types of online content, skilled in finding relevant 
information, relying little on search engines and frequently visiting websites that 
keep them informed and updated about news and new products. Info-passive 
consumers are more reliant on search engines, less keen to conduct long search 
sessions, are superficially informed about new products – mostly what they have 
learnt from advertising or heard from their friends. They do not consume all types of 
UCC alike, preferring simple formats over those that require more time or need 
greater attentiveness to detail (Figure 16).  
While these opposite styles indicate strong differentiation in engagement and 
consumption of UCC, there are many variations between those two extremes. 
Different search styles among consumers indicate dissimilar attention to 
trustworthiness of content, reliability of information source, helpfulness, ambiguity 
of information and other aspects in regards to credibility of content. While spending 
more time reading user created PRR the exposure to electronic WOM is longer, 
 168 Chapter 6: Discussion 
hence the influence is potentially stronger. In the case of info-passive consumers who 
preferred face-to-face WOM and suggestions from retailers, the influence of 
electronic forms was significantly lower. This type of consumer was more 
susceptible to marketing generated content than the info-active type.  
 
 
FIGURE 16 INFO-ACTIVE AND INFO-PASSIVE CONSUMER TYPES 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
 
One of the major differences between info-active and info-passive searching styles is 
that the first group frequently uses online forums and blogs, while the second group 
regard them as least useful of all types of user created content. Early studies about 
Internet forums (Bickart and Schindler, 2001) discovered that forum discussions 
generated more product category interest than marketer-generated materials. 
Consistent with those findings, this study confirmed the impact of UCC on 
consumers’ knowledge about DTP. Info-active consumers learned through extensive 
online searches, had an in-depth understanding of the technical issues, and 
comprehension of price versus value for money ratio. To the contrary, info-passive 
types, being more broadly exposed to marketer-generated info-sources and prone to 
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retailers’ suggestions, exhibited far less knowledge about the product category and 
market conditions (such as product availability, pricing, warranty or technical 
capabilities). 
Another significant difference between these two types of consumers is in the area of 
creation and posting of product reviews and ratings. While info-active consumers 
extensively search online, they also contribute to the evaluation of products through 
user created content. In an earlier study about reasons for participating in consumer 
opinion platforms (Hennig-Thurau and Walsh, 2003), it was discovered that 
community membership was a strong motivator. Those findings are still valid and are 
confirmed here, revealing a sense of community and a desire to give back to the 
community by providing advice, suggestions or recommendations to fellow 
consumers. This type of behaviour is strongly displayed in online forums. 
Considering that info-passive consumers avoid forums during their online searches, it 
seems conclusive that in order to feel as part of a community it is necessary to 
participate, even when the participation, , as in this case, is demonstrated through 
consumption of content.  
The info-searching types displayed significant dissimilarities in regards to their 
posting practices, from active creators of WOM and participants in online 
discussions to passive seekers of WOM. Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) have previously 
defined 4 types of consumer behaviour and reasons for their participation in WOM: 
self-interested, multiple motives, consumer advocates and true altruist – discovering 
that the consumer advocates and true altruists were the least active in contributing or 
visiting consumer platforms. This study delivered different results. The altruistic 
motives were significantly higher ranked than incentives, as the reason to share 
opinions about purchased products. Because the info-active and info-passive types of 
consumer behaviour emerged from findings of this study, it was not possible to test 
them in regards to 4 types previously defined by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004).  
As a result of consumers’ search styles, the major distinction between the two 
consumer types were in regards to:  
 Time dedicated to online searches: info-active consumers spend more time 
online. 
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 Info-sources used: info-passive consumers tend to talk to friends and 
acquaintances about products, or consult shop assistants; info-active 
consumers strongly rely on user created content as a more trusted source of 
information than retailers. 
 Knowledge about products: info-active types demonstrate a much deeper 
familiarity with products, technical issues, differences or advantages between 
local and international offers, conditions of sales in different retailing 
channels. 
 Preference toward types of UCC: info-active types prefer elaborate 
evaluations of products (product reviews, forum discussions); the info-
passive group prefer shorter forms (product ratings, brief product reviews). 
 Impact of user created content (PRR): info-active consumers use and trust 
electronic WOM more extensively than info-passive types, hence their 
purchasing decisions are strongly influenced by electronic WOM. 
 Awareness of stealth marketing, astroturfing and fake reviews: is strongly 
displayed among info-active consumers only.  
 Dealing with unethical marketing practices:  info-active consumers have 
developed methods on how to recognise, ascertain and report when 
encountering this type of practice. 
 Influence of commercial and advertising content: is more evident in info-
passive consumers.   
Since the info-active and info-passive model explains major differences in regards to 
consumption, reliability and influence of online content when searching for product 
related information, this model illuminates other related online practices, such as 
searching for travel and accommodation, medical conditions and available 
treatments, prospective investments, education, and similar searches that consumers 
conduct during the high involvement info-searching process. The more expensive the 
product the more intensive the search and involvement with online content will be. 
Therefore this model is seen as applicable and useful beyond the research of user 
created content and product reviews and ratings of digital technology products.  
So far we have discussed the different styles of consumers’ search, and how they 
consume and utilise UCC available online. This thesis also explored other aspects of 
consumer behaviour, such as the creation and posting of product reviews and ratings.  
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The next section reflects on these practices in regards to WOM exchange of 
information and information search.   
6.3 WORD OF MOUTH  
The power of WOM was explored in this thesis in both online and offline 
environments, in the search for influential factors in the purchasing decision-making 
process.  This study used the Two-Step Flow Theory (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955) to 
explain the processes in which consumers engage when looking for or disseminating 
WOM information. This was done in comparison to different types of information 
available through personal, commercial and public information sources, categories 
determined by marketing theory.  
While previous WOM research depicts the uses and consequences of WOM, there is 
no specific focus on types of WOM and the sources that provide this type of 
information. In an ever growing trend of consumers using the Internet to learn about 
products and services before going to stores or making their purchases, electronic 
word of mouth has become available in many new forms. This research project 
evaluated WOM from various sources, both offline and online, establishing the 
extent to which consumers tend to trust this informal type of product related 
information.  
6.3.1 INFORMATION SOURCES AND WOM 
At the start of this research project, the marketing division of info-sources for 
commercial, public and private usage was used to depict where product related 
information was coming from and how consumers utilised available materials to 
inform their purchasing decisions. Further investigation indicated that traditional 
WOM, although primarily obtained from private info-sources, is present in different 
forms when delivered from social connections with stronger or looser social bonds, 
especially in the context of social networking sites. It was established that electronic 
WOM is distributed beyond closed social circles, coming from a diverse range of 
sources that fall under all three categories of commercial, public and private info-
sources. This type of information required more detailed categorisation and 
investigation in regards to its influence and impact on consumers’ purchasing 
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decision-making processes. The following categories of information sources, based 
on their origin, were defined (Table 23):  
TABLE 23 TYPES OF INFORMATION SOURCES: COMMERCIAL, PUBLIC, PRIVATE 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
Commercial Public Private 
Retailing websites 
Manufacturing websites 
Magazines 
Advertising / Promotions 
Product reviews sites 
Forums 
Professional blogs 
Private blogs 
Consumer reports 
Discussion boards 
Family 
Friends 
Colleagues 
Acquaintances 
Club members (sport, social, etc.) 
While this classification is wide and does not convey variations between different 
formats, the categorisation table demonstrates that electronic WOM appears in far 
more formats than does traditional WOM. For example, private sources tend to 
convey WOM in electronic formats through e-mails or posts on social networking 
sites. Forums, as public websites, may foster the creation and development of social 
bonds and exchange of WOM in more secluded interest groups. Private blogs have 
dedicated audiences, and the content usually facilitates their specific interests 
through WOM recommendations. Consumer advocacy organisations publish reports 
that reveal experts’ opinions as a type of WOM information. Retailing, 
manufacturing and product review websites often feature both professional and user 
created product reviews as endorsed WOM. Because of its complexity and its 
tendency to appear in new formats, it is not possible at this stage to create final 
categorisation of the WOM phenomenon, rather it is enough to display its richness 
and its impact on the consumption of different types of content.  
This study established that private information sources are predominantly considered 
to be reliable by consumers. This shows that consumers expect to receive truthful 
information from trusted sources, namely friends and family, even if they are not the 
experts. Because their advice is delivered in good faith, even if not correct, 
consumers do not perceive it to be an intention to deceive. On the other hand, when 
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information from commercial and public sources is not correct, that makes them 
apprehensive and often provokes a view that the intention was to mislead. Thus 
businesses have to be extremely careful to deliver correct and truthful information to 
current and potential customers, otherwise they risk adverse opinions from 
consumers, which inevitably leads to a depletion of social reputation (Eisenegger, 
2009).WOM in this thesis is defined with a view to encapsulating its appearance in 
various formats, while the literature talks about WOM in general, as either face-to-
face or electronic communication, or as positive and negative variants. The findings 
here are compared to previous research in those aspects of WOM that were similar. 
The assessment of findings in regards to WOM will be presented in the next section. 
6.3.2 ELECTRONIC WOM  
As literature review suggests, electronic WOM in the form of user created content is 
an important source of information when searching and learning about products. In 
addition, for the majority of consumers UCC was consulted at the beginning of the 
information research process. Godes and Mayzlin (2004) claimed that offline and 
online WOM have a causal relationship; online information influences offline 
behaviour while online conversations may trigger offline conversation. This thesis 
discovered that online searches and reading of user created content strongly 
influences the purchasing decisions of consumers, hence the causal relationship was 
confirmed.  
6.3.3 WOM AND PURCHASING DECISION-MAKING PROCESS  
Findings of a study conducted by Hennig-Thurau and Walsh (2003) revealed that the 
reasons for reading ‘online articulations’ of fellow consumers was to save decision-
making time and to make better buying decisions. Similar results in the study 
presented here show that user created content helps consumers to more quickly 
assess the quality of products, to compare models and prices, and to learn about 
potential problems with technical issues. Although respondents did not mention that 
the length of time it took to make a decision was made shorter by accessing PRR, 
they did confirm that being informed before visiting stores shortened the in-store 
time and limited the influence of shop assistants.  
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6.3.4 EXPERTS’ OPINIONS AND WOM 
The effects of WOM communication in regards to product judgement previously 
revealed that views presented by an expert had a stronger impact on short-term and 
long-term judgements (Bone, 1995). The findings presented in this thesis confirm 
those results. Consumers reported in Study 1 that they often looked for expert 
opinions during the info-searching process, while Study 2 results indicate that 
products mentioned by experts often trigger the interest of potential buyers. The 
overall rating of professional and expert reviews placed them on par with user 
created product reviews, above all other categories of info-sources (except WOM 
from friends and family, which was considered as the most reliable info-source). 
6.3.5 NEGATIVE WOM 
Previous studies presented two opposite standpoints toward negative WOM 
information that were tested here. Herr, Kardes and Kim (1991) discovered that 
negative WOM was found to be more informative and diagnostic than positive 
WOM that was evaluated as ambiguous. Their experiment showed that negative 
WOM had more impact and influence on consumers. This thesis research confirmed 
those findings by demonstrating that negative product reviews were found to be more 
informative and helpful for customers to form an opinion about a product. However, 
impressions of negative WOM were recorded only in the area of helpfulness, while 
information displayed through electronic WOM messages did not strongly influence 
purchasing decisions. Participants of this study reported that they would still consider 
a purchase of a DTP despite the negative WOM; in this case the reputation and 
previous history of posting of the WOM source had a significant influence on their 
decision-making. 
Another study (Sen, 2008) revealed that the helpfulness of positive reviews was 
perceived to be higher than that of negative WOM. This was not confirmed in this 
thesis as respondents found negative WOM to be more informative. Similar to 
Anderson’s findings (1998) this study revealed that dissatisfaction was, although 
only slightly, a more inspiring reason for consumers to disseminate WOM. 
East and Lomax (2010) established a relationship between the ratio of positive and 
negative WOM and gender. They discovered that men gave more negative WOM 
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feedback than women. Additionally, beyond 55 years of age, men initiated and 
received less WOM. In regards to gender difference, this study did not discover any 
particular bias, while other demographic variances were mainly reported among 
different age groups in regards to preferred shopping channels or exposure to UCC.  
While comparing product ratings and reviews as different types of WOM, 
respondents of this study reported that these two forms had different weight and 
impact. Consumers’ rating of products were perceived as more trustworthy, had a 
much stronger influence on consumers, and more power to affect their opinions than 
did negative product reviews. Additionally, in Study 1 the age group above 45 years 
displayed lower levels of trust toward WOM from friends and family, finding 
experts’ opinions and retailers to be more reliable. 
6.3.6 DISSEMINATION OF WOM 
Anderson (1998) argued that customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction strongly 
determined the engagement and extent of WOM activities. Dissatisfied customers 
tend to engage in WOM more passionately and frequently than satisfied customers. 
Similarly, Dellarocas and Narayan (2006) discovered that extreme (dis)satisfaction 
drives participation in online discussions. Confirming those findings, the results 
presented in the previous chapter suggest that dissatisfaction is a somewhat stronger 
driver for creation and dissemination of electronic WOM. However, other slightly 
lower rated reasons for posting of electronic WOM also included satisfaction with a 
purchased product and the desire to assist others.  
6.3.7 SOCIAL GROOMING AND WOM  
A previous study conducted by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) revealed that 
participation in WOM was the result of a desire for social interaction, concern for 
other consumers and enhancement of self-worth. Another study (Royo-Vela and 
Casammassima, 2010, Brodie et al., 2011) showed that belonging to, and actively 
participating in, virtual brand communities significantly increased the chances of 
customer satisfaction and WOM recommendations. The findings of both studies of 
this thesis (in-depth interviews and online survey) support those conclusions, 
elucidating the importance of social grooming in developing feelings of belonging to 
a community. Motives for online posting and participation through UCC were 
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altruistic: to assist others and to do their bit for the community. Other strong reasons 
for the evaluation of products were being asked by others about the product, and also 
joining in discussions when other people conversed about the product. The 
respondents of both studies presented in this thesis displayed a strong desire to help 
others and take responsibility for the created content being up to the expected 
standards of competence and helpfulness, a task that was perceived as somewhat 
challenging and difficult to achieve.  
6.3.8 RELIABILITY OF WOM FROM VIRTUAL STRANGERS 
An earlier study about trust and helpfulness of WOM on an e-retailing website (Sen, 
2008) discovered that consumers compensate for the absence of information about 
reviewers’ reputations, experience and knowledge by evaluating the argument type 
and review length in order to establish the helpfulness of the review. These tactics, 
used by consumers in general, were confirmed in the findings of this thesis. This 
study further exposed that the absence of reviewers’ previous history of posting is 
often seen as a sign of potentially deceitful reviews. Info-active consumers were 
especially attentive to reviewers’ reputations. This is somewhat different to results 
reported by Brown et al. (2007), who argued that among consumers the websites’ 
credibility is a substantial factor for evaluation of WOM information. In cases when 
consumer created product reviews were not written by authors recognised for their 
expertise, those reviews were often regarded as irrelevant. While this evaluation 
process is easily conducted in online forums, where reputation is visible within 
communities, the quantity of content on some product review websites can 
sometimes be confusing for those less skilled online searchers, or as they are called 
in this thesis: info-passive consumers. Electronic WOM from online PRR was found 
to be somewhat less reliable than WOM from close social ties, but was significantly 
more reliable than when it came from such commercial info sources as advertising or 
retailers.  
6.3.9 SOCIAL TIES AND WOM 
This thesis research revealed the correlation of strong social ties and WOM 
occurrence. The results of both studies, in-depth interviews and the online survey, 
indicate that the presence of existing social ties directly correlates to the willingness 
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of consumers to publicly evaluate products. This behaviour is differently displayed 
depending on the type of WOM and the place where WOM is presented. For 
example, online forums provide topic-specific WOM information among consumers 
that have, in most cases, never met in person but who have similar interests and who 
are often sought for useful advice. Commercial websites provide WOM through PRR 
among consumers who are not familiar with each other or have any common lifestyle 
interests – apart from being interested in a particular product. Social networking sites 
provide another channel of communication for people that already have developed 
personal relationships offline, with who they often have face-to-face contact too. 
This type of online community also encircles people who never met in person before 
– so called ‘online friends’ (Albrechtslund, 2008).  
The findings of this study show that strong social ties – family members and friends 
– were the most trusted source of WOM. This category was further extended to 
establishing social distances and frequencies of WOM exchange. In the past, social 
contacts were confined to the circle of people in a physical realm. Social media sites 
have extended the possibilities of encountering new social contacts or to continuing 
existing relationships. These new social connections, however strong or superficial 
they are, cannot compete with connections with family members and friends. 
Partners and/or family members are considered to be the strongest ties and it is more 
probable that they would tell about their experiences with product in their daily 
communication. Friends and colleagues communicate fairly frequently and may, 
among other things, talk about their purchases. With people in offline social circles, 
such as old school friends, acquaintances or club members, consumers converse less 
frequently, but topics such as shopping or DTP appear as common topics. People in 
online social circles may include contacts from previous groups, and people that have 
never met face-to-face. Good examples of this latter type are members of online 
forums or contributors of review sites (Yelp, Tripsadvisor) that develop online 
relationships by reading each other’s posts. Interestingly, despite the hype about 
online socialising, it was discovered that offline connections still seem to be more 
prevalent in current socialising practices where people talk about their satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with purchased products. The data presented in this thesis also shows 
that there is a very small difference – 4 percentage points – between the categories 
“Partner and family” and “Friends and colleagues”. It signifies the presence of social 
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grooming, developing or maintaining personal relationships as suggested by Dunbar 
et al. (2007).  
6.3.10 EXPRESSING WOM WITHIN SOCIAL GROUPS 
Electronic formats of WOM in the form of PRR on designated websites have 
significantly lower ratings in comparison with personal social connections. The 
findings presented here suggest that consumers are proactive in evaluating products 
among their social contacts, which has strong indications for the marketing industry. 
These types of personal relationships are nurtured daily on social networking 
websites. This further suggests that if a person has a high number of contacts in 
different social groups the reach of WOM will be greater. This leads to the 
emergence of opinion leaders in social media spaces as presented by Katz and 
Lazarsfeld (1955), or ‘initiators’ as suggested by Watts and Dodds (2007), that are 
very influential among their strong social ties, but are also able to spread their 
influence beyond face-to-face contacts due to their online friends. By using the Two-
Step Flow communication model, we can describe new opinion leaders as consumers 
that do not transmit messages received through media channels, but who disseminate 
their own opinions or WOM through social media.  
Further, product recommendations among close and weak ties may have a stronger 
impact because consumers don’t expect any type of commercial information to be 
present in the social networking space; conversely, they trust recommendations from 
people they know and for this reason may be more prone to influencer marketing 
(see the list of Word of Mouth types in Appendix I). In regards to social clusters, 
Dunbar (2010) asserts that within social groups there are different levels of intimacy, 
or types of social ties. The inner circle of friends, consisting from three to five 
individuals, displays the most intense relationships. This correlates to the findings of 
this thesis that consumers prefer to express their opinions to their close ties, revealing 
the same decreasing trend as the strength of ties is softened. Partners and family were 
the most likely recipients of WOM, followed by friends and colleagues, and then 
further extended to other social connections.     
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FIGURE 17 DISSEMINATION OF WOM THROUGH STRONG AND WEAK SOCIAL TIES 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
Social media websites provide new communication channels to keep in touch with 
close and weak ties, especially through social networking sites, forums or consumer 
communities. This may indicate that partaking in creating and disseminating WOM 
is increasing among consumers. These findings suggest that the presence of social 
ties directly correlates with the participation of consumers in evaluating products 
online. A sense of responsibility toward the community is shown, as well as a 
commitment to assist those within the social group. The continuing growth of social 
media and networking is likely to escalate the importance of marketers’ 
understanding of social ties in the future. 
6.4 SOCIAL MEDIA AND NEW INFORMATION SOURCES  
In the early days of the marketing industry communication systems were reaching to 
mass audiences, while nowadays we see that traditional media is facing strong 
competition from social media to gain consumers’ attention, and audiences becoming 
increasingly fragmented. Social media has introduced numerous information sources 
that transmit messages without the influence of companies and brand owners. In the 
social media milieu the empowered consumers have the ability to share, recommend 
and rate products by posting UCC, and in so doing influence others, something that 
was a privilege of a chosen few public figures in the past. The Two-Step Flow 
communication theory (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955) is also valid in the social media 
Word of mouth dissemination and posting of UCC 
WOM online and offline 
Electronic WOM 
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WT - weak ties  
NT - no ties  
 
 180 Chapter 6: Discussion 
space, but the number of opinion leaders and market mavens is significantly higher 
and their outreach is extensive. The social media environment has provided a ‘voice’ 
for connoisseurs, not necessarily recognised as experts or professionals, but people 
who are actively spreading information and linking people to the market place (Price 
cited in Levin, 2003).   
This new communication constellation and the emergence of social media have 
enabled consumers, while altering the environment in which the marketing and 
advertising industries operate. User created content, available in various forms on 
commercial and public websites, is the ubiquitous type of content consumers 
frequently use when doing their online searches for prospective purchases. 
6.4.1 NEW MARKETING ENVIRONMENT 
This research has revealed that the libraries of consumer opinions about products, the 
electronic retailing websites such as Amazon, eBay and Taobao, are popular 
destinations among consumers for acquiring knowledge about products. These 
repositories of online content function as online markets in the traditional meaning of 
that word. Websites are where consumers meet to see which products are offered, at 
what price and under which conditions. More importantly, consumers go to these 
websites in search for electronic WOM from other consumers, a behaviour that is 
copied from traditional ‘agora’ – an ancient form of a marketplace where people met 
and exchanged thoughts besides buying things. This function of agora continues to 
serve its purpose, even in its electronic form. 
In this study it was established that consumers searching online predominantly look 
for information about product quality or value for money, price comparison and 
expert opinion. Confirming that consumers are not looking for entertainment, but 
information in the context of product searching information (Cardoso, 2008). 
Consumers have developed methods for determining if a source is reliable or not. For 
example, when reading product reviews on commercial websites consumers often go 
beyond the bare text of the review. They try to establish the reputation of the author 
by looking at the number of posted reviews, the quality of previous posts, the 
frequency of posts, and the accuracy of presented data. If these criteria are not met, 
consumers often disregard such evaluations and move on to more reliable ones 
confirming Sen’s (2008) previous findings on helpfulness of electronic WOM.  
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A similar process is implemented when it comes to websites; if previously the 
website featured fake or somewhat questionable reviews it is more likely that 
consumer will avoid that web location in future. This shatters the illusion that many 
start-up online businesses have that running a website and gathering an online 
community around it is an easy task. The motto ‘if you build it, they will come’ does 
not apply in this case, as the Web offers a variety of alternatives and consumers are 
highly aware of that.  
The current situation, which was explored and described in this thesis, demystifies 
the role of consumers and their influence through social media communication 
channels. While the Internet provides numerous market niches, current marketing 
techniques still deploy traditional methods: advertising to mass audiences. Further 
elaboration about avoidance of advertising content on the Web is presented in the 
next section.  
6.4.2 ADVERTISING IN SOCIAL MEDIA 
Social media space, at first, seemed an attractive playground for many companies, 
who rushed into it “only to be there”, suffering from a phenomenon called 
“technology ecstasy – a supreme love for newly developed technology” (Gunning, 
2009, p.18). Gunning explains that what drove companies to social media was the 
fear that others would be there first, leaving them behind in the ongoing race for 
consumers’ attention. Unfortunately, only a few brands managed to engage users and 
introduce participation, while others pointlessly broadcast messages with little or no 
interaction with their audiences. The results presented in the findings of this study 
iterate this. The results further indicate that only a handful of respondents conversed 
online about products and brands. This suggests that consumers look for, and read, 
online content; but how engaging this content is in creating a conversation about 
brands and products is another issue, one which was explored in this research and 
discussed in previous chapters.    
Kietzmann et al. (2011) explain that, traditionally, consumers used the Internet to 
read and watch content or “to buy products and services” (p.241). This trend of 
sharing, modifying and discussing Internet content led to a new phenomenon where 
consumers were able to influence company sales and reputation. Reputation is a vital 
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component of consumer trust and the key asset of any organisation (Gaultier-Gaillard 
et al., 2009). Companies that have immersed emerged themselves in online 
conversations with consumers (O’Leary and Sheehan, 2008) do so through dialogue, 
not through corporate communication that is reminiscent of traditional advertising 
(Levine et al., 2009). There was plenty of evidence in this study to suggest that 
advertising doesn’t work the same way in social media space as it does in the 
traditional setting of mass media.  
The literature supports the notion that advertising is no longer a viable concept in 
social media sphere. Accordingly Zanot (1984) found that too many advertising 
messages in traditional media led consumers to avoid advertisements. Cho and 
Cheon (2004) spotted a negative trend in click-through rates (CTR) of banners 
advertisements. Banner blindness (Benway, 1999), a phenomenon among Internet 
users to avoid looking at anything that resembles banner advertisements, led Cho and 
Cheon (2004) to set up a study on how consumers ‘cope with Internet ads’ and the 
cause of avoidance of online advertising. They found that online advertisements were 
avoided by consumers because of perceived advertisement clutter, past negative 
experience and goal impediment, these results were also confirmed in this study. 
Consumers in this study thought of advertising as irrelevant to their searches, a 
distraction from finding relevant information, and not attractive enough to make 
them click-through. This suggests that online advertising in its current form, being 
copied from traditional media, is not effective, and nor does it deliver in terms of 
investment.  
Results here show that the use of search engines is a very popular way to start an 
online search, driven by a genuine need to purchase. For the industry this means that 
dedicated product related searches lead to more time spent on the Internet. Although 
this means that exposure of consumers to online advertising is higher, consumers 
avoid clicking on advertisments. The unique selling proposition of online advertising 
compared to traditional media was low prices, large audiences and high click-
through rates. If this is no longer the case then many companies will need to redesign 
their marketing mix and review their advertising budgets.  
A carry-over effect in advertising is explained as a short-term effect, such as an 
increase in sales, market share and share value, while the long-term effects, such as 
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brand awareness and brand loyalty that turns to repeated purchases, are also possible 
outcomes (Tull, 1965). Vakratsas and Ambler (1999) suggest that advertising should 
be measured through behavioural indicators like brand choice and market share, and 
cognitive and affective effects, or beliefs, attitudes and awareness. In these terms we 
can assess online advertising through banners as a convenient tool that provides 
immediate effects – potential online sales at a click of a mouse. However, this study 
found that advertising may not necessarily influence consumers. As a matter of fact, 
this information source as a category was found to be least reliable in both studies 
undertaken for this thesis, leading to an assumption that online advertising is a 
struggling performer in regards to creative executions and ROI. 
The hype about social networking sites as a new marketing venue for advertising 
was, in part, driven by the initial public offering of Facebook shares in 2011. This 
again is just another online advertising form that is not necessarily cost-effective for 
businesses. This thesis argues that companies entering the social media space should 
forget traditional marketing rules, create new practices and develop suitable policies 
in order to benefit from two-way online conversations with their customer base.  
6.4.3 PARTICIPATION IN UCC 
 The participation in electronic WOM activities was significantly influenced by new 
forms and channels of communication that offered more venues for posting of UCC. 
The PRR posting requires a certain dedication from consumers – the will to evaluate 
products, time devoted to writing reviews of certain standard and quality, ability to 
express acquired tacit knowledge, capacity to present knowhow in a written form – it 
can be of great help to fellow consumers. In this study the notion of helping others to 
avoid mistakes or make the right purchasing decision was reported to be the main 
driver for posting online PRR.  
Consumers appreciated online content, because of its availability and accessibility. 
But their participation was somewhat lower in comparison to their consumption of 
PRR. In this study the consumers’ participation was reported to be higher than in the 
Nielsen ratio (2006). Jacob Nielsen stated that Amazon receives contributions from 
less than 1 per cent of visitors, while in this study the figures were significantly 
higher. This is explained by a growing trend among consumers to participate by 
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evaluating products. However, this activity was mainly driven by a request from 
electronic retailers for product evaluations from their customers. The general trend 
among consumers to participate in online activities was driven by customised 
conversations among peers, because respondents felt more at ease talking among 
people with whom they have had personal contact and who have a genuine interest in 
hearing their opinion. This model is strongly fostered on social networking websites, 
the next popular destination to evaluate products online.   
6.4.4 CONSEQUENCES FOR THE INDUSTRY  
In this study the respondents indicated that new popular places to express opinions 
and evaluate products were online social networks, where consumers felt inspired to 
talk about their experiences and to evaluate products. This practice was understood 
by consumers as an extension of personal communication with their close ties, and 
not necessarily a commercial activity that leads to any type of promotion of product 
or brand. An unawareness of WOM activities and the influence on their social 
contacts was high. For example, other forms of corporate and brand presence in the 
commercial profiles on Facebook (FB pages of brands), or advertising spaces that 
apply exhaustive social and consumer behaviour targeting (FB advertising) were not 
influential. When advertising on FB, a company is able to select users by gender, 
age, location and interests, and can almost cherry pick lead users in particular 
product categories. However, this does not necessarily mean that consumers pay 
attention to those carefully targeted advertisements while communicating with their 
friends. The research suggests they would rather listen what their friends have to say 
within the context of their relationship.  
In this study consumers reported that advertising was considered to be the least 
reliable source of information. This leads to a new question: how will future 
advertising campaigns drive conversations and harvest the power of social 
networking communities that are willing to listen and recommend products if 
consumers do not perceive them as reliable? The way consumers disseminate 
information about their satisfaction or dissatisfaction about purchased products, 
mainly to their social contacts, indicates that this online space builds on trust among 
peers. Companies and brands adopting the same principle and creating FB and 
Twitter accounts using their brand names could easily shorten the time to reach 
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‘interested’ consumers entering the space where they feel comfortable talking about 
brands. One can argue that consumers which befriend or follow brands on social 
networking sites are already ‘fans’ and do not need much persuasion to buy their 
favourite products, however they do create an unmeasured influence on their social 
contacts that are allowed to read their posts.  
Although this field is still largely unexplored by marketing professionals in the brand 
outreach sense, there are strong indications that social networking websites are 
becoming the most frequent form of daily communication, especially among younger 
consumers (Benevenuto et al., 2009). This creates possibilities for companies to act 
in a less formal manner when interacting with consumers. While, marketing is 
becoming more regulated, issues of ethical conduct and content management are 
growing in importance, especially in regards to online social networks. This research 
has established that personal blogs are not attractive for younger online visitors, who 
prefer social networking sites. Therefore, we may conclude that social networking 
sites may become a new playfield for marketing professionals still working on new 
formats that are more suitable for these type of communities.  
For example, Adams (2011) exploration of social connections on Facebook, learned 
that whilst users turned to close social ties for help, they learned more new 
information by reading posts of ‘friends of their friends’ or weak ties. Word of mouth 
may not be directed to a particular person, but once posted it will eventually be read 
by someone. Confirming this practice in this study, it was further discovered that 
although posted advertisements in Facebook may not be particularly attractive to 
users, posted WOM is definitely more influential than WOM from commercial 
websites. This was mainly due to the influence of weak ties (Granovetter, 1983), 
especially useful when people are looking for new information. This is because they 
carry information that the information seeker is not normally exposed to in 
communication with strong ties or central connections. These social contacts are 
becoming very valuable as ‘the next best thing’ to close friends and family. The 
validity of their posts stems from the fact that somebody they know has already 
checked their reputation by including them in their list of friends. While marketing 
experts seek to develop new advertising models, this research suggests that both the 
strong and weak ties of social network connections can become dominant influencers 
in purchasing decisions in the future. 
 186 Chapter 6: Discussion 
Further recommendations for the industry and marketing professionals are listed in 
Appendix VII. The next section further discusses the findings of the study in regards 
to the research questions. 
6.5 EXPLORED RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Electronic WOM, is widespread on the Internet, however it is not found to be as 
reliable as WOM from friends and family. The significance of this is that UCC is less 
influential in the purchasing decision-making process than personal 
recommendations from close ties. While consumers go online in search for PRR, it 
was perceived as a less reliable source than personal contacts. However, in cases 
when friends and family were not able to provide advice or recommendations about 
products or brands, this type of information source gained in importance, as per the 
Nielsen study (2009).  
By further evaluating types of info-sources, the results of the Edelman Trust 
Barometer (2009-2012), that consumers highly appreciate industry experts and 
academics’ opinion, were also confirmed. Additionally, this study found that product 
related information coming from manufacturers is also perceived as reliable by 
consumers. This leads to the conclusion that the reputation of experts combined with 
brand names can significantly increase the perception of reliability among 
consumers. These findings suggest that combination of product tests or product 
placements, is the marketing venue that shows the potential for possible future 
marketing action. 
6.5.1 IF, WHEN AND HOW CONSUMERS USE UCC 
RQ1 How and at what point of the info-search phase do consumers utilise  
user created content in the form of product reviews and ratings as 
information sources?  
This thesis revealed that consumers intentionally look for user created content in the 
form of PRR, and do so before going to stores, and also during online searches for 
high involvement purchases, confirming the findings of previous studies and reports 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Power Reviews, 2010). This process takes longer, 
sometimes several weeks, because electronic WOM is widespread on the Web, it 
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does not necessarily immediately provide the required information. Every potential 
customer has a different set of values when evaluating products. This study reports 
that price was on the top of the list of respondents’ concerns when searching for 
product related information. Consumers reported that commercial e-tailing websites 
with PRR were not the only destinations where they conducted their searches. They 
looked for alternatives and offers across various websites. This suggests that PRR on 
e-tailing websites, although frequently used, are not the sole source of influence on 
consumers  
According to Pulizzi and Barrett (2009), Internet-savvy consumers are 
predominantly looking for online content that contains relevant and new information 
so that they can make knowledgeable decisions, which this study also found. 
Participants of this study were mainly interested in price, quality or value for money 
and were least engaged in aimless online browsing. This further indicates that 
consumers perceive online searches as a task focused activity, avoiding any kind of 
distraction, such as advertisements. Similarly, Cho and Cheon (2004) conveyed that 
consumers avoid online advertisements due to perceived clutter, which annoys them; 
past negative experience when clicking on advertisements did not lead to new or 
useful information; and goal impediment, that may distract them from finding 
relevant information. This is another indicator that online advertising is facing great 
challenges to improve click-through rates, as discovered in this study.  
It was further learnt that consumers find that advertising and infomercials are not 
relevant to their searches, nor were they seen to be reliable or informative. Friends 
are becoming new authorities when it comes to knowledge about products. For 
example Utz (2010) discovered that self-generated data, personal information that 
portrays a user, is perceived by users as a potentially manipulative category, allowing 
the possible mishandling of personal information. This perception of ‘virtual 
strangers’ elucidates the importance of weak ties in social networks, as these social 
connections are usually checked and approved by close friends. Including weak ties 
in a personal network and trusting them is not perceived as a risk, while relaying on 
opinions of virtual strangers carries more risk. Findings of this study similarly 
suggest that weak ties are very important for disseminating WOM information 
through social networks, as consumers tend to include them into their evaluation of 
products.    
 188 Chapter 6: Discussion 
Drucker (1999) suggested that the Internet is the reason for the diminishing influence 
of retailers over buyers. In this study consumers used UCC as a means to learn about 
products and prepare themselves for making informed purchasing decisions. The 
relevant information gives them the feeling that the risk of the unknown is reduced. It 
also gives them the power to negotiate their position in the purchasing process and 
not depending on retailers’ recommendations or inside knowledge about brands and 
product quality.  
This somewhat separates online audiences by their age, information searching styles 
and preferred retailing channels. While more senior consumers would conduct 
searches online, it did not necessarily lead to a purchase as previous research has 
suggested (Shim et al., 2001). Going to traditional stores was a natural progression of 
their online searching activities. They trusted shop assistants’ advice slightly more 
than other groups, and predominantly shopped in physical stores. Accordingly, store 
promotions were more effective in their case. Contrary, younger age groups preferred 
shopping online and conducted extensive searches looking for lower prices. They felt 
that online shops provided “better value for money”, and that traditional stores do not 
offer sufficient service to justify higher prices. Well-informed consumers sensed that 
advertising was not completely accurate and sometimes deceptive; therefore their 
online searches for electronic WOM were a more effective way to learn when it 
comes to new products. 
Although young consumers prefer to shop online, they have limited disposable 
income. At the moment their shopping ability is limited by funds and online 
advertising mainly achieves its aim with this group as the creation of brand 
awareness through the reoccurrence of ads, rather than as new or repeated purchases. 
The mid-aged consumers are the most probable online customers. They have 
significant budgets and a developed online shopping habit. Being the most likely 
customers, the suggestion to advertisers is to focus their attention on this age group 
when creating online campaigns.  
Similar to Chiang’s findings (2006) that searching cost is seen as higher by those 
with lower levels of expertise, The less structured information display of discussions 
in online forums was said to be problematical for consumers that had no particular 
familiarity with this type of online content. Among more proficient online info-savvy 
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consumers, discussions in online forums were considered as information rich sources 
that required patience and reading techniques gained over time through continued use 
of such sites.   
This research has established that UCC is highly appreciated and frequently utilised 
by consumers during the information search phase of the purchasing decision-
making process. But it was also discovered that different types of user created 
content were not equally valued used or appreciated by consumers. The next research 
question further explored those differences.  
6.5.2 CONSUMERS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD PRR 
RQ2 What are consumers’ attitudes toward product reviews and ratings as 
a type of user created content? 
Consumers perceived the three types of UCC differently. In the literature these types 
of content were never directly compared, so the discussion presented here compares 
the main traits of the types of user created content. The most utilised product reviews 
were on commercial websites of online retailers Amazon and eBay. These were also 
popular destinations for shopping, mainly because of their competitive prices. 
Amazon product suggestions were found by consumers to be insightful, although 
also occasionally irrelevant. eBay, on the other hand, was found to be attractive due 
to the ability to bid for products, and because both seller and purchaser were required 
to be evaluated at the end of the process. This gave customers a sense of 
understanding of what and with whom they are dealing, assuming that previous 
ratings were accurate. As the literature states product performance has a strong 
influence on customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction. This coincides with the findings 
of this study where consumers reported that spending hours or days reading product 
reviews gave them a better understanding about the technical capabilities and 
products’ usability. This made them more comfortable during the actual purchase, as 
they felt well informed about what the product was capable of delivering. 
Product ratings were described by consumers as being more focused than other forms 
of UCC. Ratings were also portrayed as the most reliable, due to obvious difficulties 
in reproducing high numbers of votes, and the perception they reflected the collective 
wisdom of the crowd. Product ratings were also found to be the easiest way to 
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evaluate products, and the least demanding and time consuming process. Consumers 
often related to this type of review as the most popular way to contribute in creating 
and posting user created content, with a few clicks and without writing a word. These 
expedient alternatives to using proper sentences lead to a common perception that 
symbols (thumbs up-down, stars) or numerical ratings are a sufficient substitute for 
long descriptive product evaluations. Writing product reviews is challenging, 
therefore consumers turn to simpler participatory formats such as ratings to 
contribute to online discussions. The more difficult the creation of the content is 
perceived, the fewer consumers will opt to participate in creating the content. 
Product recommendations were described as longer, personal, descriptive evaluations 
that required more time and effort to create them, or a cognitive challenge as Chiang 
(2006) described it, and were the least popular way to contribute. Additionally, 
product recommendations as a specific format of UCC were often found in forums, 
which were not equally popular among all respondents. Online forums provide vast 
discussions about products and their features. Some consumers were able to find very 
valuable information that was not featured in any other type of user created format, 
while others found it very difficult to navigate through to find the relevant 
information. Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) claim that Web-based consumer opinion 
platforms are easy to operate when obtaining information about products as they aim 
for a wider population of consumers with less expertise in particular product 
categories. Their suggestion is that forum style discussions should be separated from 
product rating sections.  
The findings of this study confirm that online search skills vary among consumers, as 
well as their interests or level of involvement in regards to how far they are willing to 
go to learn about products. As described previously, there are two opposite types of 
consumer online searching styles: info-active and info-passive, with variants in 
between those behavioural types. The first type conducted very detailed and 
extensive online searches when learning about products, and consequently had 
greater exposure to UCC and forums. The second were less reliant on online user 
created content, with little or no use of discussion forums. This type of consumer 
tended to prefer face-to-face word of mouth, but was also more exposed to 
advertisements. This shows that discussions are not a convenient way to service all 
types of consumers; some consumers are content with PRR on commercial websites 
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as a sufficient way to learn about products. The next section will discuss how reliable 
consumers see the sources from which they learn about products. 
6.5.3 SOCIAL MEDIA INFORMATION SOURCES  
RQ3 How reliable are social media information sources perceived to be by 
consumers who use them? 
This study discovered that social media websites have an increasing influence on 
people and provide an abundance of information about products and services. 
However there is a distinct difference in how consumers perceive the reliability of 
those websites. Brow (2009) declared the social web to be the place for, among other 
things, recommending products. Similarly in this study social media was perceived 
by consumers to be another publishing space, difference being that consumers were 
considered to be the major contributors in producing the online content. The relations 
between commercial, public and privately published content were never mentioned 
in the study, and this space was perceived as neutral in the sense of governance. 
Social media was perceived as ‘international online space’ without boundaries or 
restrictions for those that were willing to contribute.  
The nature of social media participation can also be easily depicted using 
Rheingold’s (1993) explanation of online communities that foster ‘social 
relationships’ developed through computer-mediated non-private discussions. What 
is significant about this type of social relationship is that they are informal, not 
bonded by any social norm, and can be easily reignited. In terms of online 
participation, this means that posting user created PRR does not require the use of a 
formal language when doing so, although some respondents in this study indicated 
that some forms do require certain language skills. Not bonding refers to the fact that 
by posting product evaluations, consumers are not obliged to be objective or candid, 
which may lead to excessive exposure of emotions from dis/satisfied customers. 
Posting of UCC is not an ongoing engagement for every purchase; this activity is 
driven by the consumer’s desire to share their thoughts with others, something that 
can be done when they feel like doing so. Despite all these loose guidelines for 
online posting of PRR, consumers still place a lot of trust in it, believing that the 
posted content was written with good intentions.  
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FIGURE 18 QUANTITATIVE STUDY: RELIABILITY OF INFO-SOURCES 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
Detailed user created product reviews and professional blogs/expert reviews were the 
top rated items (after friends and family) based on their reliability of information 
provided.  Short product recommendations from consumers and product ratings were 
also considered as significantly reliable. This positions UCC on a par with experts’ 
opinions, signifying that consumers place a lot of trust in electronic WOM and 
believe in peer evaluations and expertise. This finding coincides with the Nielsen 
report on trust (2009) where “Recommendation from known people” and “Consumer 
opinions posted online” were the most trusted forms.  
6.5.4 MOTIVATIONS AND DRIVERS OF ONLINE PARTICIPATION  
RQ4 What are the motivations, and drivers for, and the barriers to 
consumers’ participation in posting product reviews, ratings and 
recommendations? 
The main motivations in posting UCC were the intrinsic desire to help others, to keep 
someone from making mistakes, and to assist others in making an informed decision. 
This corresponds to the main determinants of WOM dissemination as the literature 
suggests that establishes altruism as the reason for both positive and negative forms 
of this type of product evaluation. Supporting a favourite brand, incentives and 
public recognition were not determined to be strong motives for online postings. The 
argument that supporting a brand was not a strong motivation to initiate online 
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participation stands against the perception of marketing professionals who claim that 
social media websites are suitable spaces for brand communication. The literature 
suggests social media in some cases fosters market niches of brand supporters; this is 
not a universal rule applicable to all brands. According to findings of Dellarocass and 
Narayan (2006), in the area of propensity to engage in online WOM, product 
exclusivity was found to be one of the factors that led to a high probability to discuss 
a product online. In accordance with those findings, the results of this study 
supported the notion that ‘brand support’ may not be considered a driver for online 
participation. In regards to incentives as the motive for participation, this study 
contradicts the findings of Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) that claim economic 
incentives to be one of the factors for driving the creation of electronic WOM. 
Findings in this thesis indicate that incentives were not found to be suitable stimuli 
for online participation in general. However incentives were found to increase the 
productivity of info-active consumers that had previously posted UGC.  
Similar to Anderson (1998), a driver for posting product evaluations was discovered 
to be dissatisfaction, while satisfaction with a purchased product was a slightly less 
(6 percentage points) influential reason. This strongly suggests that dissatisfied 
customers will devote more time and energy to present their opinions publicly, and 
have, therefore, more chance of reaching fellow consumers. This coincides with the 
findings of the Hennig-Thurau et al. study (2004) that found the “Venting of negative 
feelings” to be more important for customers than “Concerns for other consumers”, 
“Positive self-enhancement” and “Economic incentives”.  
One of the main concerns that emerged from the findings of this research project was 
the online participation issue. While a plethora of commercial websites offer PRR, 
this research found that consumers predominantly tended to express their opinions on 
other types of websites, namely social networking sites such as Facebook and 
Twitter. While user generated content (conversations in social networks, discussions 
in online forums, brands mentioned in tech blogs) created notably less consumer 
interest for DTP. The reason for this may be because fewer people post online 
content than there are searching for it. Findings show that the number of consumers 
posting opinions online was low and incentives would not influence their 
participation, but consumers reported their experience with products when prompted 
to do so (e.g., eBay). 
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FIGURE 19 REASONS FOR POSTING OF PRR 
(SOURCE: RESEARCH DATA) 
This indicates that the number of opinion leaders is significantly low, as consumers 
rarely engage in creating or posting online content and are, therefore, less likely to 
influence others through electronic WOM. Considering that people go through 
different stages in life and change their online posting habits, is it likely that there 
will always be a number of willing influencers to devote time and effort to writing of 
PRR? 
6.6 CONCLUSION 
This chapter examined the formats of WOM in face-to-face communication and as 
online published content, and its influence on consumers in the purchasing decision-
making process. The relevant factors in this research were also examined: the 
accessibility and usage of Internet to search for product related information, and the 
frequency of usage of online retailers. This confirms that consumers have, much 
more than in any other aspect, similar habits when searching for information in user 
created content. Admittedly, DTP may represent more than a product category, being 
a market niche on a global scale.  
It was found that PRR are a useful and easy way to learn about products. However, 
in terms of posting user created content, several characteristics of product ratings 
made them more popular as a way of evaluating products. This led to a conclusion 
that although product reviews are the most utilised content on the Web, when 
searching for product related information, consumers tend to favour the rating of 
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products. Therefore it can be proposed that online ratings are a more genuine type of 
user created content, while other types allow some manipulation and misconduct, as 
was explained earlier.   
User created content represents electronic format of WOM, while social media 
channels support dissemination of this content. Commercial websites, recognising 
the power and strength of WOM, created their business models around this type of 
online content. Contributions by consumers are found to be sparse; however, there is 
plenty of content available on major retailing websites to keep consumers informed. 
Although experts are still respected authorities when it comes to evaluating products, 
consumer created evaluations were also found to be of good quality and expertise, 
and were frequently considered to be good substitutes for expert opinion. This 
nominates consumers as the main influencers through consumption of online content. 
Dellarocas and Narayan’s (2006) findings list advertising as one of the reasons for 
discussing products online. This study revealed that advertising and infomercials 
were the least appreciated content among consumers. Online discussions may be 
prompted by advertisments, while at the same time consumers distrust those 
advertising messages. The results presented here indicate that advertising online is 
not particularly effective in its reach. It was confirmed in both studies, that 
consumers do not find advertising or infomercials to be reliable or relevant, and it is 
suggested this may be the main reason why click-through rates are declining. This 
doesn’t imply that consumers are positioned against producers or sellers of goods –it 
simply confirms the assumption from the beginning of this thesis that the 
communication models (Shannon, 1948; Schramm, 1948, 1971; Deetz, 1992) 
developed in the era of mass media are not applicable in the milieu of online social 
connectedness. 
This is especially important when analysing the role of social networking sites and 
online forums. The results of this study confirmed that social networks and online 
communities are the places where consumers prefer to evaluate products. In 
comparison to other types of websites that feature user created PRR, social 
networking websites are becoming very popular for consumers, both to stay in touch 
with their social circles and to talk about their experiences. These findings are a 
strong indicator that marketing and advertising professionals should alter their 
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marketing mix and to have consumers as part of it. Current advertising on social 
media sites still doesn’t harness the power of social connections in its true sense.  
This study also highlighted differences among age groups usage of PRR, indicating 
that online media should cater to specific online niches of consumers. In further 
analyses of differences among search styles of consumers, the new model of info-
active and info-passive consumers emerged, assisting us in understanding how 
consumers search for and consume online content. Consumers were classified by 
their consumption of user created content, their exposure to advertising and their 
dependence on word of mouth information. This model will help professionals in 
distinguishing consumer types when designing creative solutions for their online 
marketing strategies. The next section of this thesis will elaborate on the major 
outcomes, limitations and conclusions drawn from the study.  
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Chapter 7: CONCLUSIONS 
Chapter 1 of this thesis introduced the main issues that were explored in the study. 
Chapter 2 presented the literature review and secondary data from research projects 
relevant to the research topic. Chapter 3 presented the research design and 
methodology adopted for this study. Chapter 4 presented the findings of the 
qualitative research. Chapter 5 delivered results of the quantitative study. Chapter 6 
discussed findings from both studies in regards to the research questions. This 
chapter will summarise the major findings, and will also present the study’s 
implications and contributions to knowledge, the study’s limitations, future research, 
industry implications and a conclusion. This is the last chapter of the thesis. 
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7.1 A SHORT SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
This research project was a mixed methods study that combined qualitative in-depth 
interviewing and quantitative questionnaire, while utilising interpretative 
phenomenological analysis to reflect on findings. In summary, the key findings of 
this research are:  
Word of mouth  
 WOM is used as the principal information source by consumers both 
offline and online; 
 Social media fosters the proliferation of electronic WOM in different 
formats, and it is often difficult the define them; 
 The most widespread forms of electronic WOM are user created 
product reviews, ratings and recommendations; 
 The impact of electronic WOM depends on consumer involvement 
with online content and time spent on the Internet; 
 Online forums are found to support consumer communities, providing 
useful tips and product evaluations in the form of electronic WOM. 
Online participation 
 Only small numbers of consumers create PRR, while a majority 
consume the content; 
 Opinion leaders who actively post online are able to influence other 
consumers to a great extent;  
 The current trend of increasing participation rates will most probably 
continue, as the Internet population is increasing, especially in new 
economies;  
 Social media promotes online participation through the creation and 
posting of user created content, leading to better accessibility to 
information.    
Commercial websites 
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 Electronic WOM often appears on commercial websites in a form of 
unbiased consumer opinions, and is used as the unique selling 
proposition to attract consumers; 
 Commercial websites benefit from agile users that are eager to assist 
fellow consumers by creating PRR; 
 Some consumers find it difficult to discover relevant information in 
online forums, and prefer to use commercial websites with PRR;   
 Commercial websites are not necessarily the place where all 
consumers feel impelled to evaluate products; social networking sites 
and personal blogs are often used for this purpose. 
Other findings 
 Social networking websites are becoming very popular for the 
evaluation of products among consumers; 
 Close social ties are perceived as being attentive receptors of product 
evaluations; 
 Weak social ties convey new information to social circles; 
 Online advertising is the least appreciated type of marketing generated 
content. 
 
7.2 STUDY IMPLICATIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS TO KNOWLEDGE  
In order to explain social phenomenon occurring in social media spaces this research 
tapped into a variety of disciplines, however the main contributions to theory come 
from the disciplines of media and communication, and marketing. Media and 
communications theories were used to explain how mass media influences opinion 
creation, while this research provides further understanding of how social media is 
effective in affecting consumers’ behaviour. Marketing theory about the info-
searching phase (Kuhlthau, 1991) of the decision-making process (Carroll and 
Johnson, 1990) was utilised to explain processes that consumers go through when 
considering a purchase. Consumer created reviews – the content that is widespread 
on the Web – are the most probable sources of information for anyone considering a 
purchase. While this study was designed around searching practices in DTP category, 
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the findings can be universally applied to any other class of product in the high-
involvement purchasing process.  
7.2.1 PARTICIPATION INEQUALITY  
Media and communication studies face new challenges through computer mediated 
communication and content forms, and this study explored the issue of participation 
on the Internet. Earlier research has established that online participation is not a 
widespread act, while participation inequality (Whittaker et al., 1998, Nielsen, 2006) 
is present in the creation of different types of user generated content. This study 
revealed that the participation of consumers is growing for particular content types, 
such as product ratings and posting of comments, while product reviews as more 
exigent type of content also showed an increase in postings. Similarly to product 
reviews, online blogs had the same level of participation when it came to the posting 
of online content in regards to the evaluation of products, revealing an active niche of 
consumers in the DTP industry.   
Digital technology products require some technical knowledge, therefore posting of 
UCC necessitate a higher level of engagement and expertise to be able to create 
reviews that will be of use to others. By writing about their experience, consumers 
are able to assist others going through the process of information searching in the 
purchasing decision-making process. If only a few motivated consumers are willing 
to evaluate products online, it will lead to selective exposure of that content of those 
who limit their online activities to reading product reviews. Because no one else’s 
opinion (regardless if positive, negative or neutral) will be available in social media, 
the opinions of the ‘active evaluators’ or most prolific opinion leaders will have 
greater influence. The diversity of opinions, even when product reviews are not 
flattering or highly rated, leads to more informed consumers. This is particularly 
important, not only for CE but for other types of products and services where 
technical or tacit knowledge assists in making informed purchasing decisions.  
7.2.2 DRIVERS AND MOTIVATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
This study discovered that online participation is driven by consumers’ altruistic 
desire to assist others, while self-exposure in order to gain recognition or influence 
others was the least probable motivation. Still, the intrinsic aspirations for 
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participation were somewhat more motivated by consumers’ dissatisfaction with 
purchased products, thus demoting incentives as a possible prerequisite for 
participation. These findings are crucial for developing strategies for online 
participation in UCC and further broadening of the participant base.  
7.2.3 TYPES OF USER CREATED CONTENT 
While previously the UCC purposefully created to evaluate products was loosely 
classified and often named differently depending on the context (consumer reviews, 
online recommendations, rating systems), this study looked into specific categories 
of online content. The study addressed user created product reviews, product ratings, 
product recommendations and discussions in online forums, comparing how 
consumers perceived them, or what their effectiveness was in influencing consumers’ 
opinions. This research resulted in creating clear demarcations between different 
types of UCC, but more importantly, discovered different ways in which consumers 
used them. These findings shed new light on how people use Internet-based 
communications technologies, as well as providing accurate and relevant information 
for marketers about consumers’ online practices and information search paths.  
7.2.4 INFO-ACTIVE AND INFO-PASSIVE CONSUMERS  
The most important contribution of this research is the model of how consumers 
utilise user created content when searching for product related information online. 
Similar to information search processes described by Kuhlthau (1991; extended by 
Meho and Tibbo, 2003), this new model also has different dimensions: affective, 
cognitive, physical and depth of search – which is an additional aspect. This new 
model proposes that consumers have different levels of engagement with UCC: from 
being agile researchers searching through numerous websites, looking for various 
types of content and using different online sources while actively participating in 
online discussion or posting opinions to, conversely, being minimally engaged with 
user created content. Variations in between these two types are numerous; 
nevertheless the obvious extremes of info-active and info-passive consumers provide 
insight into the consumption of user created content and consumers’ attitudes toward 
online information sources. This model provides a new basis for a typology that may 
be useful in classifying different user types in future studies. 
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7.2.5 WORD OF MOUTH AND MARKETING 
In the domain of marketing, this study looked at the WOM phenomenon that is 
occurring in its electronic version through UCC in PRR and online discussions. 
Previous research on WOM established that it is an important vehicle for the 
dissemination of product related messages. Earlier marketing studies broadly 
explored WOM as a single category, while this research examines different variants 
of word of mouth. This thesis goes beyond the basic classification of WOM in the 
context of informal communication between consumers and looks at different 
formats of WOM and types of social ties that perpetuate the exchange of 
information. The importance of this research is in understanding how consumers 
perceive WOM information when coming from different sources and how influential 
these sources are on consumers’ purchasing decisions.  
An important finding of this study is that WOM from close social ties is perceived as 
the most reliable source of information, while electronic WOM is not considered to 
have the same levels of reliability. Nevertheless, electronic WOM was found to be 
useful and a convenient surrogate for recommendations from close ties. 
Consequently electronic WOM was found to proliferate on social networking sites 
that foster close and weak social ties. Close ties were found to be very significant as 
a source and as a receiver of WOM. Weak ties were important for introducing new 
information to social networking groups. Participation rates on social networking 
sites were found to be high, compared to commercial sites designed to aggregate 
product reviews. Social networking sites provide extensive networks where 
relationships with weak ties do not require any investment in ‘social grooming’, 
because close ties filter their suitability to join networks and they are immediately 
accepted as trustworthy sources of information. As such, groups on social 
networking sites present small systems that support a high degree of trust. In these 
groups, product evaluation is conducted among friends, but WOM is disseminated to 
wider audiences through weak ties, where previous recipients of messages provide 
identification assurance for the source. A friend of a friend was found to be a more 
trusted source of information than an unknown product reviewer on a commercial 
website.  
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The practical implications of these findings are that the existence of social ties 
perpetuates the dissemination of WOM, while social media spaces provide grounds 
for nurturing social ties. Electronic WOM resonates stronger in this type of 
environment than on commercial websites that support less personalised 
relationships between content creators and consumers. There are significant 
dissimilarities in perceived reliability of information, suggesting that WOM cannot 
be generalised as one type of information, while there are substantial difference in 
who initiates it and by whom it is passed on. 
7.3 STUDY LIMITATIONS 
Limitations of this research are mainly determined by the size of the sample, the 
research tools and the available resources. Study limitations will be explained 
separately for the two studies as they differ significantly in methodology and sample 
size.  
The size of the sample in the qualitative study (43 interviewees) was sufficient for a 
qualitative study that provided an in-depth understanding of consumer behaviour, 
and which further led to creating a model about how consumers searched online for 
product related information and assessing the different levels of engagement with 
UCC. Clearly, as the majority of respondents came from mature e-tailing market 
environments, these findings should not be extrapolated to emerging markets.    
The characteristics of the population in the qualitative study (500 respondents) were 
determined by imposing eligibility criteria, selecting respondents who recently 
utilised UCC during the information search process. This resulted in delivering a 
purposeful sample of information reach cases (Patton, 2002) that conformed to the 
scope of the study. The stratified sample of the Internet users had to confirm a recent 
purchase or intention to purchase, in order to learn about their recent info-search 
experiences. The recruitment of eligible respondents for the purposeful sample led to 
longer field work.  
The sample of the online survey was skewed, as a number of respondents had above 
average education levels, more specifically, with postgraduate degrees. A Gallup 
study (Morales, 2009) about frequency of Internet use in the US confirms that 
education, income and age are significant indicators about usage of the Internet. 
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Postgraduates, high income earners and people under 49 years of age had higher 
consumption rates than those with a high school or lower education, low income 
earners and those over 65 years of age. Education may be one of the factors that 
shape online searching style, however this study did not explore this possibility. The 
suggestion is that info-active consumers spend more time online and, therefore, have 
enhanced search skills and the knowledge to locate relevant information. By 
spending more time in searching the Web, these respondents had a chance to 
frequently encounter different types of UCC and, consequently, had better quality of 
experiences to report about.  
7.4 FUTURE RESEARCH 
This study established different levels of engagement with UCC among consumers, 
explaining them through the info-active and info-passive model. While these findings 
are very important for understanding online audiences, it requires further exploration 
in the area of content consumption, creation and electronic word of mouth activities. 
Similarly, the latest mobile applications and the new formats of social media content 
or info-sources should be included in the next step of the research process.  
Similarly, future research may be extended into the area of management and 
administration of user generated content among media organisations that publish 
‘conversational media’. This way, the study would be able to provide additional 
insight into managerial practices of online publishers and other issues that this 
industry is facing.   
This research provided an extensive understanding of WOM practices among 
consumers, although an additional qualitative study to explore the presented online 
survey findings would be recommended. Some aspects of consumer behaviour 
presented in this thesis would require further research in the following areas:  ratings 
of products versus writing product reviews;  evaluating products among close social 
ties and posting about brands in SN sites; initiation and dissemination of WOM 
activity and selection of communication channels by phone, online chat or SN posts. 
For marketing theory it would be essential to establish if face-to-face 
communication, online social networking, e-mailing or VOIP conversations yielded 
more or less WOM activity, and also assess the depth of these evaluations and how 
viral they may become. In the area of cultural studies it would be pertinent to explore 
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how people used the Internet to communicate, engage with UCC, or whether WOM 
practices differentiate across cultures.  
An additional international study is recommended with a larger sample and more 
participants from specific cultural groups in order to establish if WOM practices vary 
across cultures. In order to have higher response rates the questionnaires should be 
created in other languages beside English. Suggestions are: Mandarin, Spanish, 
Portuguese, Russian, French, Arabic and Hindi, while any additional language will 
most probably increase the chances of receiving higher number and better quality of 
responses.  
Regarding the abovementioned issue of different click-through rates in various 
countries during the projects’ FB advertising campaign delivered in English, it is 
suggested that further research in this area should be conducted. There are significant 
differences in regards to advertising attentiveness and responses across cultures, 
countries or economies and this should be further explored. The researcher suggests 
two research options. The first one would be an online campaign conducted in local 
languages in selected countries or markets by using a single advertising provider (for 
example FB or Google). The second option would be a simultaneous advertising 
campaign in different countries using several online advertising platforms in order to 
compare click-through rates and effectiveness of ads. Future research is also 
suggested in the area of online advertising, if this type of content is equally perceived 
in different countries, as guidance for marketing professionals and the advertising 
industry.  
This research revealed that participation rates have a direct impact on the opinion 
creation of consumers in the online environment. Since a very small number of 
consumers evaluate products, although more than previous studies have reported, the 
influence of those that do so is immense considering the number of Internet users and 
potential product buyers. It is highly recommended that continued research is 
pursued in this domain of online influencers, devising a longitudinal study about 
participation and online content creation among consumers.  
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7.5 INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS 
The marketing industry has withstood many changes caused by trends in social 
media: the shift of control in content management, electronic WOM dissemination 
and online social networking (Bughin et al., 2010; McKinsey, 2012; Nielsen, 2012c; 
Deloitte, 2012; Duggan and Smith, 2013) These three factors will be explained here 
in the context of social media marketing and online advertising, and suggestions for 
the marketing and consumer electronics industries will also be delivered in this 
section.  
The major change has been in the domain of content management, with consumers 
becoming active participants and creators of content, while also being decision-
makers where the content is posted. Online retailers and other industries, such as 
hospitality and publishing, have recognised the power of electronic WOM and have 
harnessed it as an attraction to bring to their websites visitors looking for product or 
service evaluations. The results presented here suggest that the list of most popular 
websites for posting product evaluations is constantly changing. This study captured 
the move from product reviewing websites to social networking platforms as the 
preferred location for opinion posting.  
Further changes have happened as a consequence of collaborations among Internet 
users and the spreading of viral electronic WOM. This process has occurred on 
without the control of companies or online publishers. Consumer created unedited 
reviews, enabled consumers to talk about their personal experiences with products 
and services without being censored. The process was rather appealing to consumers, 
and they felt as their evaluations could make a difference. As revealed in this study, 
it is now understood to be part of a ‘consumer’s duty’ to report personal 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction with a product or service and to inform those who are 
seeking information in their online searches.  
The third aspect of the change has been propelled by the rise of social networking in 
closed networks, where non-members do not participate in WOM practices. The only 
way for companies to enter these closed networks of users is through paid advertising 
or sponsored pages (e.g., company profiles on Facebook), thus, in a way, creating a 
pool of followers that will regularly see the content posted by the brand. This 
growing trend has led companies to believe that a social networking site such as 
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Facebook represents one global market niche (providing demographic data and 
users’ personal interests). However, consumers in this study did not display a high 
level of loyalty to their preferred brands, this may be a strong indicator that the 
current model of social media promotions across private networks featured in FB 
may not have high ROAS as initially assumed. 
The following diagram (Figure 20) displays the influence of three factors – content 
management, electronic WOM dispersion and social networking – that have led to 
the increased adoption of social media marketing by businesses. Social media 
marketing, part of Internet marketing, is still dominated by online advertising – 
currently the most thriving of marketing activities. Social media marketing is gaining 
in popularity and is expected to become part of the marketing mix of many 
businesses. 
 
 
FIGURE 20 THREE FACTORS INFLUENCING THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING 
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS)  
All three factors have influenced a trend: companies cutting traditional media 
budgets and focussing on the Internet as a new communication channel with 
consumers. The appealing idea that consumers will spread electronic WOM as 
marketing messages on behalf of advertisers and for the benefit of companies did not 
bring instant or profitable results. Many companies decided to adopt the traditional 
approach, using online advertising to reach potential customers. The process of 
shifting the focus of marketing campaigns to online media neglected to factor in the 
fact that in the social media environment businesses are dealing with numerous 
market niches rather than a unified mass-market.  
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Online marketing requires a tailor-made approach. As explained in the introduction 
to this thesis, there is a distinct difference between online advertising and social 
media marketing. For brand owners it is of the highest importance to have a 
developed social media strategy and guidelines for marketers that will monitor and 
manage electronic WOM in the social media space. These guidelines should be part 
of business and marketing plans.  
While this thesis explores UCC and electronic WOM related to digital technology 
products, or consumer electronics, the recommendations are universal and can be 
used for other high-involvement info-search products or services. The table presented 
in Appendix VII delivers the industry recommendations in regards to the major 
findings of this thesis. It also gives recommendations for marketing professionals and 
brand owners.  
7.6 CONCLUSION 
Previous studies explored WOM in the context of ‘informal information exchange’ 
and its importance in that flow. This study focused on the different sources that 
provide WOM and their reliability and usefulness in the consumer search process 
when considering a purchase. The findings of this study bring forth the importance of 
who creates word of mouth information in consumer communities, and further 
extends our understanding of different formats of WOM and its power to influence 
consumers. 
Although marketing generated content is extensively available online, WOM was 
found to frequently feature on social media websites. Word of mouth was being 
displayed in different formats, still fulfilling its role of facilitating the informal 
exchange of product related information among consumers. In this research project 
the WOM phenomenon was viewed from a new perspective. This research compared 
sources that create and disseminate WOM information and their perceived reliability 
by consumers. Findings show that close social ties, those relationships based on prior 
face-to-face communication, still govern consumer trust. User created content, as the 
electronic format of WOM, is an accepted source of information, although the 
perceived reliability of it is somewhat less due to the possibility that the content may 
be edited or manipulated. However, consumers find it to be the next best thing to 
receiving recommendations from someone they know.This research establishes the 
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exchange of WOM to be a very important social practice among consumers. Word of 
mouth appears in different forms and the findings presented here suggest WOM is 
more influential than marketing-generated content. Traditional and electronic WOM 
from close and weak social ties was reported to be more reliable than other types of 
online content. When electronic WOM is offered by virtual strangers, consumers 
expect that PRR to be objective and truthful although it is not always the case. In this 
study consumers reported about different techniques how to determine fake or shill 
reviews. Electronic WOM from virtual strangers was recognised as being a more 
reliable source of information than advertising and infomercials or automated 
recommendations.  
There are dissimilarities in preferences of where WOM is disseminated, with more 
favourable outcomes coming from close social circles than commercial product 
ratings websites, thus enhancing the importance of social networking sites. 
Nevertheless, there are commercial websites of online retailers that have 
communities of consumers willing to devote their time and effort to creating PRR. 
The motive for online participation was suggested to be an intrinsic desire to help 
others. These are valuable findings for marketing practitioners working on the 
development of online marketing strategies that incorporate WOM practices and the 
engagement of consumers through user created content. 
This research project captured the rise of social networking sites as new settings for 
developing dialogues among consumers about products and brands. This practice is 
spontaneously happening among already formed groups made up of close and weak 
ties. Due to its unprompted nature, this process is perceived among consumers and 
users of social networking sites to be impartial and free of the unethical practices 
often present on commercial websites featuring PRR. This trend needs to be further 
investigated in order to establish the role and importance of SN sites as a newly 
introduced element to the marketing mix.  
The most essential finding of this thesis is the detection of a diverse range of 
information searching practices, between the extreme polarities of info-active and 
info-passive Internet users. Info-active consumers rely strongly on electronic WOM, 
spend more time online and use various formats of PRR. They consider their online 
searches to be a productive, valuable and information rich practice. Info-passive 
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consumers conduct superficial online searches, and although they read PRR they do 
not find electronic WOM to be particularly useful or influential. They prefer to act on 
the suggestions of shop assistants or they use traditional media to learn about 
products. They show a strong preference towards face-to-face communication and 
traditional WOM.  
This proposed model explains a general engagement with Internet content among 
consumers, but needs further refinements in order to understand if and how these 
practices have wider societal effects. Notably, this model explains major differences 
among types of consumers engaged in online searches, but it requires further 
investigation to determine whether this is an indication of a new type of digital 
divide or a digital continuum of various searching styles.  
This study provided the theoretical and practical contribution in the area of how 
Internet users look for, engage with and consume UCC in the form of PRR. The 
findings allow for a better understanding of WOM practices and electronic WOM 
exchange as part of the communication process between consumers, brands, products 
and companies.    
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APPENDICES  
APPENDIX I 
WORD OF MOUTH (WOM) MARKETING TYPOLOGY 
Word of Mouth Marketing Association (WOMMA) outlines the WOM as a 
marketing tool principally to be used ‘within a marketing objective’ namely by being 
‘encouraged and facilitated’. This is achieved by educating consumers to share their 
opinions with others, ‘in a two way dialog and transparent communication’.  
The WOMM Association is currently working on standardization of terms, since 
many forms of a WOM appear to be used among experts.  
 
 
Types of Word of Mouth Marketing 
 
 Buzz Marketing: Using high-profile entertainment or news to get people to 
talk about your brand. 
 Viral Marketing: Creating entertaining or informative messages that are 
designed to be passed along in an exponential fashion, often electronically 
or by email. 
 Community Marketing: Forming or supporting niche communities that 
are likely to share interests about the brand (such as user groups, fan clubs, 
and discussion forums); providing tools, content, and information to 
support those communities. 
 Grassroots Marketing: Organizing and motivating volunteers to engage in 
personal or local outreach. 
 Evangelist Marketing: Cultivating evangelists, advocates, or volunteers 
who are encouraged to take a leadership role in actively spreading the 
word on your behalf. 
 Product Seeding: Placing the right product into the right hands at the right 
time, providing information or samples to influential individuals. 
 Influencer Marketing: Identifying key communities and opinion leaders 
who are likely to talk about products and have the ability to influence the 
opinions of others. 
 Cause Marketing: Supporting social causes to earn respect and support 
from people who feel strongly about the cause. 
 Conversation Creation: Interesting or fun advertising, emails, catch 
phrases, entertainment, or promotions designed to start word of mouth 
activity. 
 Brand Blogging: Creating blogs and participating in the blogosphere, in the 
spirit of open, transparent communications; sharing information of value 
that the blog community may talk about.  
 Referral Programs: Creating tools that enable satisfied customers to refer 
their friends. 
Word of Mouth 101, A WOMMA White Paper (2006) 
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APPENDIX II  
CLASSIFICATION OF WEBSITES  
The terms Web 2.0, social media, and social networking are part of everyday jargon 
and are often misused as synonyms for describing participatory culture and 
collaboration on the Internet. These terms have explicit definitions, especially in the 
context of consumer created content, which is, in this thesis, argued to be a unique 
selling proposition for a large number of business websites. For this reason it is 
necessary to define the key terms, models and applications that are currently offered 
in the Web 2.0 environment in online social media and social networking spaces.   
The multiplicity of different types of web services, applications and formats that 
exist on the Internet is very complex. While the marketing industry is attentive to 
mainstream websites and business models, non-commercial online forms are often 
out of marketing focus due to the fact that they do not provide mass-market 
audiences and marketing opportunities for advertising or revenues. The following 
section explains the formats of commercial and non-commercial websites that feature 
and govern user created content in various forms. It is necessary to define different 
types of media platforms, the kind of services they provide, the type of user created 
content published on these websites and the kind of social interaction, collaboration 
and networking fostered in the communities that evolve around particular websites in 
order to better understand this study, which describes the behaviours and attitudes 
among consumers who use the information (content) that these websites provide.  
Although the terms social media and Web 2.0, or user generated content and social 
networking, are sometimes used interchangeably within the outline of Internet 
platforms it is apparent that there is a distinct difference between various forms of 
entities that exist on the Web and the type of information they publish online. The 
following section will define the terms Web 2.0 and social media; further, user 
created content is described to indicate the differences between social networking 
websites, multimedia content sharing platforms and platforms that feature “forums” 
or forum-like type of communication. It will also show how user created content is 
created and used, and, finally, it will describe the aggregation of user created content 
as the added value to core online business. Figure 21 lists different types of websites 
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that fall under the umbrella of Web 2.0 and Social media that are researched in this 
thesis.      
 
FIGURE 21 TYPOLOGY OF SOCIAL MEDIA WEBSITES  
(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THIS THESIS) 
WEB 2.0  
Web 2.0 is a term that loosely explains technologies, applications and services that 
foster a participatory culture and sharing of content in such diverse forms as text, 
photos, audio and video materials through computer mediated communication 
(CMC). The concept of interactive and participation driven culture that has emerged 
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in the Web 2.0 environment can also be explained as a contrasting model of the 
properties of  static and non-interactive Web 1.0 settings.  
World Wide Web, W3 or “the information superhighway” are terms that preceded 
the term Web 1.0, named after the term Web 2.0 was adopted to mark the 
developments that occurred in Internet communication. While it is not possible to 
define the point in time when Web 1.0 evolved into Web 2.0, or the “concept of 
interactive content universally assessable through a standard interface” as DiNucci 
described it in 1999 (p.32), ‘interactivity’ was a novel component that led to features 
characteristic of the Web 2.0 environment. He stated: 
Ironically, the defining trait of Web 2.0 will be that it won’t have any visible 
characteristics as all. The Web will be identified only by its underlying DNA 
structure – TCP/IP (the protocol that controls how files are transported 
across the Internet), HTTP (the protocol that rules the communication 
between computers on the Web), and URLs (a method for identifying files). 
At that point, the static web pages, or “screenfuls of text and graphics”, were 
“transformed by video and other dynamic media” (p.32), however the real 
interactivity occurred after ‘participation’ was introduced. The new format of 
communication, which allowed involvement of users through participation, changed 
the principles under which the content was consumed, or Web 2.0.   
O’Reilly (2005), for example, describes Web 2.0 as “a set of principles and practice 
that tie together a veritable solar system of sites”. He defines the core of the Web to 
be hyperlinking –the connections between content and content, content and users, 
users and users, users and content lead to stronger associations through replications 
and strength of connections, in a similar way to the formation of brain synapses. He 
states: 
...the web of connections grows organically as an output of the collective 
activity of all web users. 
O’Reilly stresses that leading Web 1.0 companies have successfully crossed to the 
Web 2.0 era due to the following principles they adopted along the way. These 
companies offered services instead of packaged software. By controlling data-
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sources, while allowing users to access these data source, these companies collected 
data about user behaviour, allowed users to become co-developers, gained control 
over collective intelligence and used it purposefully, developed cutting edge 
customer service and tapped into long tail market niches, provided software at the 
level of platforms, simplified user interfaces, development models and business 
models.  
O’Reilly further explains that the term Web 2.0 was widely accepted as a marketing 
buzzword to describe the state of the Web, but he preferred to describe it as “the Web 
as a platform” for delivering services. In the following table he indicates the 
differences and transformations that took place in the emerging environment of Web 
2.0. 
 
FIGURE 22 CONVERSION OF WEB 1.0 TO WEB 2.0  
(SOURCE: ADOPTED FROM O’REILLY, 2005) 
The ubiquitous term Web 2.0 is explained by Anderson (2007) as ‘an umbrella term’ 
that is used to express “the manifestation of [...] Web services within the context of 
technologies that have produced them”. He depicts a list of Web-based services 
(blogs, wikis, multimedia sharing services, content syndication, podcasting and 
content tagging services) as the basis of the Web 2.0 concept.  
In 1999, Berners-Lee and Fischetti had a visionary picture of the Web of tomorrow 
as powerful tools for collaboration between people while empowering people to 
create things together in the space of the Web. This farsighted description introduced 
the evolutionary change of information sharing in networked economy. 
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While the previous model focused on the consumption of online content, the Web 2.0 
model is characterised by the interactive and collaborative actions of users and how 
companies and users are linked while cohabiting in Internet spaces. The online space 
in which Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 models coexist is described as social media space. 
SOCIAL MEDIA 
Social media allows for the exchange of information and the constructive 
conversation between commercial organisations, public entities and individuals. 
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as “ a group of Internet-based 
applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, 
and that allow the creation and exchange of user generated content”( p.61). Hanna et 
al. (2011) state that the nature of Internet as information platform has been changed 
under the influence of social media becoming a “platform for influence” (p.272), 
accordingly the social media platforms account for numerous different forms: social 
networking, text messaging, shared photos, podcasts, streaming videos, wikis, blogs, 
discussion groups (Harris, 2009 cited in Hanna et al., 2011). Shao (2008) categorises 
the social media activities as: information seeking and entertainment, further as 
social interaction and community development, and finally as production of self-
expression and self-actualisation.  
Social media is generating a lot of attention from marketers because it provides new 
opportunities for consumers to create content that can be used for free to promote 
products, services and brands or damage their reputation. The creation and posting of 
consumer product reviews cannot be controlled or edited, and that creates a lot of 
issues for companies and marketers that are unable to manage this type of content.  
In order to understand what drives consumers’ activities in social media platforms 
such as posting of user created content in the context of produsage (Bruns, 2008), the 
topic will be closely examined.  
USER CREATED CONTENT 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in its report 
on participative web describes user created content (UCC) as content made publicly 
available over the Internet which:  
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 i) reflects a certain amount of creative effort,  
 ii) is created outside of professional routines and practices. (2007, p.9):  
They elaborate further that the following characteristics are identifiable for a 
spectrum of existing UCC types and those that will evolve in the future. The first 
requirement is “publication” – the work must be publicised in some context and 
accessible to the general public or a select group of people (like in social networking 
websites), this excludes e-mailing, instant messaging and other types of personal 
communication. The second requirement is ‘creative effort’, or the creative 
endeavour of a user that has to be incorporated into a new work, or adapted from an 
existing work in order to produce a new one. While it is difficult to define what 
would be considered as a minimum of creative effort, copying an existing work and 
posting it online is not considered as UCC. The creative efforts may also be produced 
through the collaboration of several authors. The third requirement is that UCC 
should be created “outside of professional practices” without the outlook for 
compensation or as means of income. This condition is hardly maintained as 
practices of user remuneration started to emerge, but it is still valid in cases where 
content is created by professionals, but not for commercial purposes. For this reason 
the OECD (2007, p.18) specifies that:  
... the creation of content outside of professional routine and organisation 
and potentially not for reward is a useful characteristics to separate it from 
content produced by commercial or quasi-commercial entities for 
commercial purposes.     
At the time when the OECD report was published, the creation and publication of 
UCC was still largely a subject of amateur production; the commercialisation of 
these activities was the next step. It was indicated that media companies and 
commercial firms would have an increasing role in “supporting, hosting, searching, 
aggregating, filtering and diffusing UCC” (p.10) and its monetisation with five 
distinct models. These models were: voluntary contributions, charging viewers for 
services (pay-per-item or subscription models), advertising-based model, licensing of 
content and technology to third parties, selling goods and services to community 
(monetising the audience via online sales) (p.10). This report further refers to UCC 
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as a driver for economic and social change and the ‘rise of the amateur’. We will 
now discuss the utilisation of UCC in communities through knowledge sharing. 
ONLINE COMMUNITIES AND SOCIAL NETWORKS 
The academic literature distinguishes two types of organisation: formal and informal. 
While formal organisations are intentionally created to be efficient and to achieve 
organisational goals (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2001), informal organisations are 
based on spontaneously created networks of relationships initiated by common 
interests or friendships (Krackhardt and Hanson, 1993). Fukuyama and Shulsky 
(1997) similarly explain that a network is “an informal community of individuals 
who share common norms or values and thus interact with one another on a 
nonmarket basis” (p.22). These norms or values that bond people within such groups 
create a type of affiliation in which the participants “do not demand payment for 
information but exchange it reciprocally in proportion to the strength of their 
friendship” (p.23). Bruns (2009b) confirms that shared values, beliefs, norms and 
ideas are crucial for the development and advancement of communities, indicating 
that these norms are developed over time and may be under constant renegotiation 
within communities as part of the socialisation process. 
Wenger et al. (2002) describe the development of communities as being based on 
social networks that emerge through the gathering of people around important topics. 
Networks diversify by the types of relationships (Krackhardt and Hanson, 1993) that 
are created among members as:  
-  Advice networks [Supporting exchange of information and providing 
advices]; 
-  Trust networks [High level of trust in crisis, backing up, exchange of 
information]; 
-  Communication networks [Continuous exchange of information]. 
Although this division emerges from a study of formal and informal networks in 
companies, it is pertinent to any type of network and might be used to elucidate 
social interactions in informal groups such as online consumer groups engaged in 
forums, product reviewing processes, self-help groups, technical support, expert 
advice groups.   
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Social network websites are defined by Boyd and Ellison (2008) as “web-based 
services that allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a 
bounded system, articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, 
and view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the 
system” (p.211). They claim that the networks support pre-existing offline social 
connections, making them visible and allowing socialisation rather than initiating 
new connections between strangers as the word “networking” would suggest. Here it 
is argued that social networks. both offline and online, represent private contacts in 
“heterarchical network structures ... [with] nodes, hubs, and clusters” (Bruns, 2008, 
p.318) and these social connections create a comfortable surrounding for the 
exchange of product evaluations and recommendations, or satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction with products.  
Armstrong and Hagel (1996) have explored the value of online communities for 
commercial enterprises. They have recognised four types of online community. The 
first type, communities of transaction, are not traditional social communities. 
Participation takes place during the purchasing process, where visitors may seek 
consultations with other participants. Communities of interest are communities where 
users are engaged in personal communication through topics of personal interest, 
queries and discussions. Communities of fantasy are where users are allowed to 
create their personalities and environments (creating sports teams for example). 
While real identities are not relevant, the actual interaction with other participants is 
the driver of the social interactions. The fourth type is communities of relationship, 
where users gather around personal interests and life experiences (supporting patients 
of a particular disease, an addiction, los of a family member/friend, adoption of a 
child). Armstrong and Hagel (1996) recognised that these communities in many 
cases overlapped. Most of the early emerging communities targeted only one type of 
participant need. They claimed that companies were relative latecomers to the online 
world, being slow in adapting to the culture of the Internet and understanding and in 
utilising the communities’ building potential on the Web. 
The Internet as a medium allowed business entities to build stronger relationships 
with customers by engaging consumers and facilitating their conversations with other 
consumers, but seldom was this opportunity taken, mainly due to the  fact that 
commercial enterprises didn’t perceive an economic value in electronic communities 
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due to the extensive time needed to cultivate a community and the fact that the 
communities did not accept such commercial activity as sales of goods (products and 
services). In comparison with later stages of development of online communities 
most of the existing traits are present, such as sharing of knowledge, engagement in 
discussions by topic of interest, creation of online personalities, posting of personal 
experiences, helping and supporting group members. There has been a significant 
shift in online communities, where visitors built relationships using screen names 
(The Well, Virtual Vineyards, Garden Web, Motley Fool, Red Dragon Inn, ESPNet, 
Cancer Forum, Parents Place in Armstrong and Hagel, 1996) to online more personal 
social networks, where already existing social connections are located. In popular 
online social networking websites the majority of social connections are ‘authentic 
friends’ encountered through education, work or family members. However, the 
number of online friends among teenagers that they ‘never meet in person’ could be 
in some cases between 5 and 20 (Microsoft, 2007). There is an obvious difference 
how ‘digital natives’ and ‘digital immigrants’ (Prensky, 2001) initiate and maintain 
their social connections and even friendships in the online environment.  
The most known social networks are Facebook (international), LinkedIn 
(international), Cyworld (Korea), RenRen (China), Odnoklassniki (Russia), Orkut 
(Brazil and India), but there are many other websites that build communities and 
foster participation or content sharing. The main principle of social interaction in 
these networks is that peers are able to communicate directly with each other at any 
given time through online posts or messaging, the level of trust is high due to 
strongly present ‘close ties’, and these networks provide a constant source of ‘first-
hand’ advice. Additionally, some websites also promote their communities as social 
networks, such as Flickr (photo sharing), Last.fm (music), Plaxo (aggregator), Yelp 
(local business’ review site); however, in this thesis, they are considered to be a 
different type of content sharing platform. 
MULTIMEDIA CONTENT SHARING WEBSITES 
Content sharing platforms offer services to users to upload and share user created 
multimedia content. The most well-known representatives of these websites are 
YouTube, Flickr and Blip.tv. Burgess and Green (2009) argue that YouTube as a site 
of ‘participatory culture’ evidently symbolises “a disruption to existing media 
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business models and is emerging as new site of media power” (p.15). Gauntlett 
(2000) explains that due to slow Internet connections the Web at first was barely a 
marketing space for cinematography, but quickly became the mainstream channel for 
the distribution of short art forms. Similar to video sharing, the image hosting 
website Flickr is a popular place for amateurs and professionals. Its popularity can be 
measured by figures – with over 70 million photographers using this photo sharing 
platform. Blip.tv is a sharing platform for an emerging medium – web television that 
features short video forms – web series. While the website indicates that the featured 
content is created by professionals and up-and-coming producers, the content is 
mostly at the amateur production level. Their business model is based on strong 
advertising, allowing companies to associate their brands with targeted audiences.  
All three mentioned websites feature user created multimedia content and also foster 
participatory culture by generating user comments and building community spirit. 
The next format is forums that define a large variety of commercial and non-
commercial websites that harness user created content.    
 FORA – ONLINE FORUMS  
Fora (Latin) or forums (a contemporary version of a plural form for forum – most 
commonly used for online forums) are one of the oldest communication forms on the 
Internet, featuring discussions organised by categories, topics (called threads), and 
discussions or posts. Online forum space is occupied by users, moderators and 
administrators. The registered users are known as members, whereas unregistered 
users are called guests or visitors. While both categories of user in most forums have 
the same level of access to content or posting, members have higher levels of 
privileges, being allowed to edit or delete their posts. The guests don’t have these 
privileges and are, in most cases, encouraged to register in order to become 
members. Posts are messages created by users, showing details (name, nick, picture, 
avatar) and time and date of posting. In some forums the number of posts is 
displayed next to the users’ name, indicating the poster’s level of involvement and 
reputation or proficiency in particular topics.  
Posting or commenting on someone’s post is the most common type of written 
communication, but in some cases the posts may contain only punctuation symbols 
or emoticons, in which case a reader has to be familiar with the meaning of these 
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symbols in order to understand the nature of posted messages. While a majority of 
visitors only ‘lurk’ – an activity that refers to passive observation and reading of 
discussions – a very low number of users actively post (Nielsen, 2006). Since ancient 
times, fora have been places where people gathered to meet, talk, discuss, trade or 
engage in political agitation, and  creating topics or leading discussions was always 
the task of the most talented and capable orators.  
Similarly, today’s online forums resemble ancient fora as fertile meeting places for 
those that have something to say or want to publicly express their opinion , declare 
an important piece of information or share knowledge with their peers (Bickart and 
Schindler, 2001). Although the very nature of fora is egalitarian, allowing everyone 
to express their opinions, online forums are governed by moderators and 
administrators. Moderators are more prominent users, or are employees of the forums 
who have the role of arbitrators in discussions, monitoring the forums’ spaces for 
spambots or cleaning up spam. Moderators may have different ranks and access 
levels (local, global, super) or moderating privileges to manage the content (delete, 
alter, move, remove, rename, split, ban, suspend posts or threads) on a regular basis. 
Administrators manage technical and operational issues in forums. They are 
responsible for nominations of moderators, and in some cases may act as moderators 
at the same time. Their role is to provide technical support, prop up or change the 
forum’s design, to maintain databases, create rules, sections or sub-sections and tend 
to other technical maintenance issues.  
In the era of online communication the pivotal issue of scholarly debates is whether 
computer mediated communication (CMC) is capable of replacing face-to-face (F2F) 
communication, and if online relationships have the same strength and value as 
personal connections from the offline world. Parks and Floyd (1996) examined these 
issues by referring to two opposing schools of thought. The stance of some scholars 
is that relationships in cyberspace are “shallow, impersonal, and often hostile” while 
communities created in this environment are illusional (Beninger, 1987; Berry, 1993; 
Heim, 1992; Stoll, 1995 - cited in Parks and Floyd, 1996).  
The other school of thought on CMC claim that this type of communication is not 
confined by physical restraints and, as such, provides opportunities for legitimate 
interpersonal relationships and, consequently, communities (Pool, 1983; Rheingold, 
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1993 cited in Parks and Floyd, 1996). In the Parks and Floyd study (1996) of online 
relationships created through Internet discussion groups (newsgroups) it was 
discovered that cyberspace was perceived by users  as ‘another place to meet’, and 
that the creation of personal relationships was common in this environment. Over 60 
per cent of their respondents had created some kind of personal relationship with a 
person they had met in a news group, in particular those that were more active and 
had been posting for a long period of time. Two thirds of those that created personal 
relationships online had used other channels of communication, adding the visual 
and vocal aspects to communication, and didn’t seem to have separation of their 
online and offline relationships.  
While online discussion systems of newsgroups such as Usenet may be considered as 
prior forms of online forums, the social media technologies used today are behind the 
new types of social connections emerging in the online space, namely social 
networking practices where consumers converse about their experiences, opinions, 
know how or, the social exchange of knowledge.  
Today’s fora support a phenomenon known as ‘social talk’, which is an essential part 
of social capital (Cohen and Prusak, 2001). Posting, exchanging stories, chatting, 
commenting, voting are social activities that lead to better understanding between 
users and the initiation of trust and the further building of social knowledge. Cohen 
and Prusak (2001) indicate that social knowledge is one of the main outcomes of 
social capital (Jacobs, 1961; Loury, 1977; Bourdieu, 1993; Portes, 1998; Burt, 1999 - 
cited in Cohen and Prusak, 2001). According to them, social capital can be indicated 
in social groups that foster trust and community spirit, in the equal involvement of 
members and the sharing of responsibilities.  They define social capital as (p.4): 
Social capital consists of the stock of active connections among people: the 
trust, mutual understanding, and shared values and behaviours that bind the 
members of human networks and communities and make cooperative action 
possible.  
Like in ancient fora, relationships created in online forums have the weight and 
significance of real life connections. Recently, with the proliferation of social 
networking websites, the popularity of online forums has started to decline, but they 
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still play an important role in hosting and maintaining online communities and 
collaborative conversations (Frantzeskos in Shrivell, 2009). Bickart and Schindler 
(2001) have conducted an experiment how influential Internet forums were 
compared to marketer-generated online information (corporate webpages). Their 
emphasis was on the credibility of the source in regards to market information, 
relevance of the information to the receiver, the ability of the source to create 
empathy among users. They learned that participants who were using Internet forums 
were more interested in learning about the assigned topic than those visiting 
corporate websites; the credibility of forums and the relevance of postings were 
higher as the content was created by fellow users. Clearly, forums generate empathy 
on a larger scale than corporate websites. These results suggest that user created 
content is more valuable in creating interest among consumers. The exposure time to 
product category information may be longer, but users generate more knowledge and 
understanding of a product category by being exposed to this type of information 
sources.  
The electronic word of mouth fostered in consumption related online communities, 
and its effect on consumer behaviour, was examined by Brown et al. (2007), 
establishing three key factors: tie strength [among users], homophily [similarities 
among users regarding topics of interest, attitude formation or type of interpersonal 
interactions they engage in], and source credibility [perceived competence of the 
source to provide relevant information]. They discovered that individual social ties 
are less relevant in online environment; the social interactions that take place on 
websites are made through recommendations by e-mail. Users were developing 
attachment to websites and communities not particular users within those 
communities. Further, they revealed that online homophily was not based on the 
evaluation of an individual’s characteristics but on “notions of shared group interests 
and group mind-set, evaluated at the level of the Web site itself” (p.9). The 
credibility of sources was again evaluated on the website level, on whether the 
provided information was useful, if the content was relevant, if the experts residing 
on a site provided assistance in the context of a discussed issue. Based on their 
findings, Brown et al. suggested that users generally interact with websites, 
perceiving them as a source of information, while individual users can be seen as 
experts in the context of the content quality featured on the websites. As such, 
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websites that foster forum-like product related discussions, chats and evaluation of 
products can be perceived as information sources, varying by type, purpose or 
ownership. 
Accordingly, this research distinguishes four different types of website that support 
forums as incubators of word of mouth related to digital technology products: user 
initiated forums  where topics are created by users and communities and evolve 
around common causes and themes; forums attached to websites of manufacturers, 
which feature user created inquiries related to products and brand , user suggestions, 
ideas; retailing websites with attached forums that create product related online 
conversations; commercial websites featuring product reviews, nurturing the 
community spirit among product reviewers and establishing themselves as 
independent evaluators of products despite the commercial practices of hosting 
websites.  These four types of forum-style entities are further described below, 
naming some of their most popular representatives (by community size, number of 
postings).   
CONSUMER COMMUNITIES - ONLINE FORUMS 
The growing popularity of forums, as a potential marketing communication tool, is 
exploited by consumers and businesses (Howarth, 2008). While consumers utilise 
online forums to ask questions about products, to compare experiences and discuss 
technical features, the threads are not directly related to products, and often it is very 
difficult to find the necessary information regarding a particular product. Online 
forums are hives of word of mouth information, although there is a lot of buzz about 
brands and products, they provide unstructured comments that require the reading of 
long threads in order to discover it. The communities, on the other hand, provide 
support and help, when needed, for those that seek assistance. The most prominent 
Australian online forums for digital technology products, according to the results of 
this study, which will be discussed in later chapters of this thesis, are: Whirlpool, 
Ozbargain, Overclockers Australia. 
MANUFACTURERS – FORUMS 
Forums with strong online communities of users are governed independently or 
without any type of commercial marketing communication (marcom) allowed in 
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discussions. For this reason they are considered as safe havens from advertising or 
stealth marketing. This characteristic is attractive for marketers as it is extremely 
difficult to find any public space not polluted with advertising messages. The appeal 
of online forums has prompted companies to initiate and build their own consumer 
communities, welcoming discussions, product evaluations and customer feedback. 
The famous Idea Incubator introduced on Dell’s official website has fostered the 
accumulation of customer suggestions for the development of new products and the 
improvement of existing ones. Other manufacturers of digital technology products 
have followed suit, creating online spaces that nurtures consumer presence and 
contributions through UCC: Apple, Sony, Microsoft. While consumers are welcome 
to post threats in forums or blogs about products, the companies reserve the right to 
edit the content. Because of such practices, these websites cannot be truly 
categorised as online forums of consumers, rather as additions to edited corporate 
content.  
RETAILING WEBSITES 
Interestingly, not only are consumer electronics manufacturers interested in building 
communities of consumers on their corporate websites.  Online retailers such as 
Amazon, eBay and Taobao have tapped into the wealth of UCC, exploiting it as the 
unique selling proposition for their websites. While Amazon and eBay offer 
immaterial enticements for users to post product reviews and ratings or ranking 
community members, the Taobao website offers coin-shaped badges with monetary 
value in exchange for product reviews. These virtual coins can be traded as currency 
during the purchase of listed goods by independent third party retailers on the 
Taobao website. The controversy regarding the reliability of UCC featured on 
websites of online retailers has been the subject of many debates, however these 
websites represent the leading sources of consumer created product reviews, from 
which search engines draw data. Consequently they are also utilised by a vast 
number of consumers.  
COMMERCIAL PRODUCT REVIEWS WEBSITES FOSTERING UCC 
Another place where online product reviews created by consumers has been used as 
the foundation for creating a business model are commercial websites that specialise 
in generating consumer created product reviews. These websites don’t necessarily 
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have online forums but they foster communities of product reviewers and, in some 
cases, offer rewards, gift certificates or credits. The most important issue for these 
commercial entities is their integrity as independent evaluators of products and in 
maintaining a high quality of user created product reviews. The best representative of 
this business model is consumer review website Epinions, while, similarly, 
aggregation of UCC throughout the web is done by Digital Advisor, Consumer 
Search.  
The above analysis of websites that foster user created content suggests a further 
taxonomy by content type. The next section presents the classification of user created 
content types. 
PRODUCT REVIEWS 
A review is an evaluation of goods, products and services written by experts or 
consumers. Expert reviews are product reviews compiled by a person with 
substantial expertise in the particular product category. Expertise is evidence of 
previous engagement in writing product reviews or professional experience with 
similar product categories. This type of product review may also be considered as a 
professional product review, as authors receive some sort of monetary compensation 
or incentive for their evaluations (for example allowing them to keep the tested 
products, passes to corporate events, fairs and exhibitions). Consumer reviews are 
evaluations of products by consumers that have purchased the reviewed products, 
through usage and personal experience. These reviews are salient personal 
testimonies of product usability and value for money and are considered to be 
trustworthy by other consumers. While customer reviews are excellent guides 
through existing product ranges, the expert or professional review provides relevant 
assessments of new products in the market. Paid or bought reviews are a common 
practice in the marketing of new products, due to the fact that these products are not 
yet available in the marketplace, and there are issues of the protection of copyright, 
concealing the design of a product before the product launch, or due to a very high 
price (durable electronic goods, cars, high-tech equipment). Only very few 
consumers are able to afford them at the early stages of the product market release. 
As such, the paid product reviews are, to some extent, considered to be biased, 
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despite the fact that they may be written by an independent evaluator with a solid 
independent reputation and integrity.  
There are several marketing practices that are strongly associated with product 
reviews that have an unethical connotation and are condemned by consumer 
communities.  Astroturfing is a practice of posting product reviews that appear to be 
written by a genuine user or consumer while being a part of an advertising campaign.  
This technique is most commonly used in creating the ‘buzz’ about brands, products 
or political issues that appear to be a genuine “grassroot” activity while pushing 
special agendas or business goals. The word is coined from the artificial grass 
surface that imitates natural green grass in appearance, indicating that the substance 
may be different from what it does on the surface. The name also refers to popular 
civic movements that have hidden ideological or political stances.  
Sockpuppet is a false or simulated online identity assumed in order to mislead the 
public by posting deceitful reviews. Sockpuppets are used to express opinions, 
support causes or influence conversations in online discussions. Sockpuppets pose as 
real people, but in fact are created by companies or marketers to support brands or to 
provide positive evaluations of products. This deceptive identity is considered to be 
part of stealth marketing strategies for brands or products that don’t generate 
sufficient positive feedback from real customers.  
Stealth marketing is a type of undercover marketing activity where obvious 
promotional activities are presented as unplanned or unsolicited. Viral marketing, or 
manipulated viral campaigns, are another type of planned distribution of marketing 
messages that target unsuspecting consumers who expect the truthful evaluation of 
products within their peer networks. Additionally, online product reviews enriched 
with tabloid style fillers, like “exceptional product”, “best in its class”, are also 
known as ‘peacock’ or ‘weasel’ words and usually indicate the professionally written 
product review. They can be easily spotted because they are impeccably written 
reviews that highlight only the positive aspects of the product.    
Currently, a discussion regarding the regulation of Internet marketing activities is 
heating up, as some companies are openly offering their services for user created 
content management (Hanna et al., 2011; MacMillan, 2009; Ibbotson, 2009). While 
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there are initiatives (Consumer Protection from Unfair Trading Regulations in the 
UK; European Union's Audiovisual Media Services Directive in European Union) 
for regulations regarding stealth commercial activities and management of user 
created content, there are grey areas where it will be difficult to control, or even 
detect, this kind of activity. For example, paid blogs, false recommendations, 
fabricated testimonies, overstated product reviews, product endorsement by 
celebrities in social networking websites will always be conspicuous as being paid 
advertising practices.  
USER CREATED PRODUCT REVIEWS  
User created product reviews are harvested on commercial websites for their unique 
selling proposition that is complementary to the technical descriptions of a product, 
such as price listing or product advertisements. The most popular place for posting 
product reviews is e-commerce website Amazon, which is the world’s largest 
commercial product reviews repository (for example at the time of this study the 
product Kindle Fire e-book features 20 thousand consumer reviews). Amazon 
supports the posting of written products reviews, rating of products on a rating scale 
(1-5), allowing consumers to evaluate posted review based on their helpfulness. For 
non-retailing websites that feature user created product reviews the advertising 
represents the main revenue stream.  In most cases these websites offer advertising 
space to online retailers or for aggregating professional product reviews from other 
websites, such as techblogs, news stories or Amazon customer reviews, in order to 
attract visitors and increase the number of eyeballs looking at the page.  The best 
representative of a consumer product reviews website that contains solely user 
created content is productreview.com.au, an Australian consumer opinion website 
featuring consumer opinions and real life experiences.  
PROFESSIONAL CONTENT – PRODUCT REVIEWS  
Professionally written product reviews are presented in different online forms as 
blogs, product descriptions/evaluations, news stories or journalistic articles in edited 
online publications. Editorial content is usually enriched by user comments and the 
rating of stories. Conversely, this space is sometimes a suitable polygon for 
discussions between consumers, triggered by published stories. The most established 
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techblogs, web publications and e-zines in Australia, according to results of this 
thesis are: Techcrunch, Arstechnica, Cnet, The Verge, Gizmodo, Engadget.  
This category includes consumer advocacy publications in which consumer 
organisations reveal the results of product tests and product comparisons. The 
reviews are written by professionals and experts for the benefit of consumers. The 
best know consumer advocacy entity in Australia is Choice magazine, and their 
website choice.com.au, and its US counterpart, Consumer Reports. While Consumer 
Reports’ content is not delivered for free this publication is regarded as entirely 
unbiased.  
Further divisions among websites that feature product reviews encompasses websites 
that combine professional product reviews, user created content, price comparisons 
or review aggregation. These sites score products based on product reviews 
published on other websites, comparing them across a large number of websites. 
Nevertheless the featured user created product reviews make a significant 
contribution to their publishing effort. Although some of these sites are owned by 
advertising companies, the visibility of advertised content also adds to their image of 
commercial UCC management systems. The best representatives of this category of 
websites are: Testfreaks, Pricerunners, Alatest.  
AGGREGATORS 
Review aggregators collect, sort and list product reviews across the Web or 
internally. The external content aggregators collect and store product reviews from 
major sources of online content: techblogs, tech news sites, eZines, and Amazon as 
the largest repository of UC product reviews. Amazon conducts internal searches and 
lists product reviews by date, author and product category. While search engines 
conduct vertical and horizontal searches of the Web, they list content from various 
websites and show them according to their own criteria. The best representatives in 
this category are:  Google, Bing, Yahoo!, Yandex, Ask, Truelocal, Staticice, 
Getprice, Amazon reviews, Consumer search, 5 Star Consumer Product Review, 
Retrevo, The Find.  
While aggregators only deliver collections of user created content published on other 
websites, their role is important within the context of search practices. The ubiquity 
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of user created content results in searching the Web being a time consuming activity 
so the aggregator’s role is essential in shortening the time online, a service which 
everyday users appreciate.   
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APPENDIX III 
WORD OF MOUTH STUDIES 
 
TABLE 24 RELEVANT WORD OF MOUTH STUDIES 
Author/s Study purpose Findings 
 
Herr, P., Kardes, 
F., and Kim, J. 
(1991) 
 
Studying the effects of WOM 
communications and specific product 
attribute information on product 
evaluations. 
 
Face-to-face WOM was found to be more persuasive than printed format. 
Negative WOM was found to be more informative and diagnostic than positive or neutral 
information, and consequently had more influence on judgement. 
Bone, P.F. (1995) Investigating the effect of word of mouth 
communications on product judgements. 
WOM influences short-term and long-term judgments; 
When WOM source is perceived to be from an expert or the consumer faces a discomforting 
experience – the effect of WOM is stronger; 
Knowledge and susceptibility to interpersonal influence were not confirmed as significant 
moderators of the WOM effects. 
Anderson, E. 
(1998) 
Examining the influence of satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction in engagement and 
extent of word of mouth activities. 
Dissatisfied customers engage more in word of mouth activities and deliver it with greater force; 
Hennig-Thurau, 
T. and Walsh G. 
(2003) 
Deriving a set of motives that explain 
consumers’ eWOM activities on consumer 
opinion platforms. 
The main reasons for reading online articulations are to save decision-making time and make 
better buying decisions; 
The list of  motives for participation on consumer opinion platforms: 
1.obtaining buying-related information 
2.social orientation through information 
3.community membership 
4.remuneration 
5.to learn to consume a product 
Godes, D. and 
Mayzlin. D. 
Proposing measurement for WOM 
communication through data collection, 
The study established strong relationship between offline and online worlds as the result of 
WOM impact: 
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(2004) construct decomposition and dynamics in 
online conversations in newsgroups. 
1.people make offline decisions based on online information, 
2.online conversations may be a proxy for offline conversations. 
Hennig-Thurau, 
T., Gwinner, K., 
Walsh, G. and 
Gremler, D. 
(2004) 
Exploring the motives that generate 
consumers’ online articulations through 
electronic word of mouth. 
The following factors are found to impel eWOM behaviour: 
1.desire for social interaction 
2.economic incentives 
3.concerns for other consumers 
4.enhancement of self-worth 
Gruen, T., 
Osmonbekov, T. 
and Czaplewski, 
A. (2006) 
Investigating the effects of eWOM through 
customer-to-customer know-how 
exchange on perception of value and 
customer loyalty intention. 
Findings suggest that know-how exchange impacts customer perceptions of product value and 
likelihood to recommend the product; 
eWOM through know-how exchange does not influence customer repurchase intentions. 
Dellarocas, C. 
and Narayan, R. 
(2006) 
Validating a metric as a proxy of a 
population’s propensity to engage in post-
purchase online WOM. 
The high propensity to discuss a product online is determined by: 
-extreme (dis)satisfaction 
-controversy 
-advertising 
-product exclusivity 
Shi, L. and 
Wang, K. (2008) 
Comparing the effectiveness of three 
types of online recommendations: the 
personalised recommendation, best 
sellers, consumer reviews. 
The following factors were found to influence recommendation effectiveness: 
1. perceived usefulness 
2. trustworthiness 
3. personalisation 
Sen, S. (2008) Exploring the perception of helpfulness of 
virtual WOM and consumers’ trust in 
regards to consumer reviews on an e-
retail Website. 
In the absence of information about reviewers’ reputation, experience and knowledge the 
following characteristic of the consumers review influenced the perception of helpfulness of 
eWOM. : 
-quality (argument type) 
-quantity (review length) 
Reviews with two-sided arguments (positive and negative) and longer ones were perceived as 
more helpful. 
Positive reviews were deemed as more helpful than negative reviews. 
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Steffes, E. and 
Burgee, L. (2009) 
Studying the impact of electronic WOM in 
online forums and the relevance of social 
ties on the impact. 
eWOM forums have the same relevance and impact on decision making as speaking to friends 
in person. In face-to-face communication strong ties may be more influential, while in online 
forums weak ties as information sources are rated as more influential. 
Walsh, G. and 
Mitchell, V.W. 
(2010) 
Examining consumers’ proneness to get 
confused from marketplace information 
and its effect on: word of mouth, trust and 
satisfaction. 
Discovering three dimensions of consumer confusion from marketplace information: 
1.similarity 
2.overload 
3. ambiguity 
Royo-Vela, M. 
and 
Casammassima, 
P. (2010) 
Investigating the effects of belonging to a 
virtual brand community (VBC) to 
participation through WOM. 
Establishes that belonging to a VBC enhances consumer satisfaction, affective commitment and 
WOM advertising of a brand. 
Active participative belonging to a VBC more positively affects the satisfaction and effective 
commitment than does non-participative or passive belonging to a community. 
Uncles, M. , East, 
R. and Lomax, 
W. (2010) 
Exploring the volume and impact of 
positive word of mouth (PWOM) and 
negative word of mouth (NWOM) in 
relation to the market shares and brands. 
Establishes the relationship between the brand’s market share and PWOM more strongly than 
with NWOM. 
When the market share direct effect was removed,  smaller brands had a tendency to receive 
more NWOM and to be more impacted by both PWOM and  NWOM. 
East, R. and 
Lomax, W. (2010) 
Investigates the relatedness of the volume 
and impact of WOM to age and gender. 
The proportion of offered positive WOM (PWOM) and negative WOM (NWOM) varies among 
genders; 
The overall ratio of NWOM to PWOM among men is greater than among women; 
Beyond age 55 men tend to give and receive less WOM. 
Fang, C-H., Lin, 
T., Liu, F. and 
Lin, Y.H. (2011) 
Proposing a procedural model that 
measures the influence and spread of 
WOM according to product types. 
WOM was more effective, by influence and spread, for services than for goods. 
Physical goods are more affected by WOM when service attributes of products are emphasised. 
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APPENDIX IV 
INFORMATION SEARCHING STUDIES 
 
TABLE 25 RELEVANT INFORMATION SEARCH STUDIES 
Author/s Study purpose Findings 
 
Bakos, Y. (1997) 
 
To reduce search cost in an electronic 
market place. 
 
Price and product information in differentiated markets (a variety of product offerings and 
vendors as opposed to commodity markets that offer identical products) should offer 
standardised descriptions and evaluations in order to be comparable by consumers. 
Hodkinson, G. (2003) To propose a model of consumer online 
searching behaviour. 
Delivers a model of consumer Web search behaviours beyond conventional consumer 
information such as personal demographics, adding navigational skills and experience as 
variables. 
Peterson, R. and Merino, 
M. (2003) 
To offer 14 propositions regarding consumer 
information search behaviours on the 
Internet. 
It cannot be warranted that the Internet will be an ‘information panacea’ for consumers. It should 
be perceived as an info-source that parallels information from physical info-sources.  
Kulviwat, S., Guo, C. and 
Engchanil, N. (2004) 
To propose a model about online searching 
for product/service information in benefit-cost 
framework as a precursor to online 
purchases. 
The ability to search has a positive effect on the motivation to search, perceived benefit, 
perceived cost and the amount of online search. The model requires further empirical testing. 
Bei, L., Chen, E. and 
Widdows, R. (2004) 
To explore the Internet as an information 
source compared to traditional information 
sources. 
The use of online information is related to perceived usefulness, perceived ease-of-use, market 
mavenism, use of offline information sources.  
Experience products have product attributes not fully disclosed in info-search (such as dining 
experience in new restaurants, travel packages) and can be made searchable on the Internet, 
similar to search products with known standardised product attributes. Product evaluations from 
other consumers are significantly more important for experience than for search products. 
Bhatnagar, A. and Ghose, 
S. (2004) 
To define differences in consumers’ online 
information search and search termination 
patterns. 
A model that shows differences in consumer online search patterns.  
Younger, less educated consumers with less Internet experience have shorter termination 
times.  
Women have shorter searching times than men.  
Bailey, A. (2005) To discover factors that impact awareness 
and use of product review websites, e-
opinion leadership, and consumer 
susceptibility to informational influence. 
Factors such as gender and certain individual differences impact on awareness and use of 
product review websites. 
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Wang, Y. and Forgionne, 
G. (2006) 
To develop a decision-theoretic model that 
evaluates information retrieval (IR) systems 
used for online info-searches. 
   
Proposed an IR system based on a multi-criteria model and decision-making steps in 
information retrieval processes from the user aspect versus a system-centred approach that 
uses algorithms with statistical measures: recall (the ratio of relevant items retrieved to all 
relevant items) and precision (the ratio of relevant items retrieved to all retrieved items).  
Chiang, K. (2006) To analyse the efficiency of the electronic 
market and implications for consumers’ 
online searches for information. 
Online searchers with lower level of expertise perceive cognitive search cost (direct search, 
sorting of incoming information, integrating with stored information, and forming of decision 
evaluations) to be higher online.  
Online searchers with higher level of experience conduct more visits to websites than the 
previous group.  
The cognitive challenge of online information collection, processing, incorporation to existing 
knowledge and making decisions limits consumer information search in the electronic 
marketplace. 
Luck, E. (2006) To investigate the purchase intention 
decisions of consumers when searching and 
evaluating information online.  
Significant differences exist between product and service categories, where services require 
more non-price information.  
Less complex online searches require more non-price information. 
Higher awareness of company/brand positively correlates to customer satisfaction, trust and 
reliability. Previous Internet experience does not result in more complex searches. 
Complex searches do not impact purchase intention.  
Puccinelli, N. et al. (2008) An overview of the existing consumer 
behaviour literature. 
Reveals elements of consumers’ behaviour such as goals, schema, information processing, 
memory, involvement, attitudes, affective processing, atmospherics, consumer attributions and 
choices. 
Shani, Y., Tykocinski, O. 
and Zeelenberg, M. (2008) 
An experimental study of consumer post-
purchase behaviour. 
The tendency to seek information about a forgone opportunity (about a not-purchased 
substitute) is driven by discomfort of ‘remaining ignorant’. Even when the missed opportunity is 
confirmed the knowledge about it is less annoying than the ‘uncertain ignorance’ of not 
knowing. This explains the drivers behind post-decision information search to be: desire to 
learn, improve ourselves, and protect our self-esteem.  
Zhang, R. and Tran, T. 
(2011) 
To propose that helpfulness of online product 
reviews varies, and suggests ranking of 
content through a scoring model. 
Delivered an information gain-based model that proposes the most suitable products and 
vendors to consumers. 
Pan, Y. and Zhang, J. 
(2011) 
To provide an analysis of the determinants of 
user generated product review helpfulness. 
Review valence and length have positive effects on review helpfulness; the product type 
moderates these effects. Positivity bias is recorded between helpfulness rating of positive and 
negative reviews. This leads to even higher difference and reading rates of helpful reviews 
compared to negative reviews that are less frequently rated as helpful.  
Innovative forms of reviews can damage reviewers’ status as opinion leaders, and require 
moderation. Visibility of personal profiles increases the sense of community and utilises social 
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interactions.  
Branco, F., Sun, M. and 
Villas-Boas, M. (2012) 
To suggest a theoretical model of consumer 
search and gradual learning evaluating 
benefits and costs of search and thresholds 
for stopped searches. 
Consumers’ info-searches are set in between two price boundaries determined by the 
informativeness and marginal cost of search.  
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APPENDIX V 
DISCUSSION GUIDE FOR IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 
INTRODUCTION  
Hello, my name is Barbara Gligorijevic, I am a PhD student at Queensland 
University of Technology, in Brisbane, Australia. The interview you will be giving 
today is part of the research project conducted for the purposes of my doctoral thesis, 
funded by Smart Services Cooperative Research Centre.  
This interview is going to be audio recorded, but your name will not be mentioned 
and all personal details will be removed from the transcripts. The results will be 
presented as a cumulative report from anonymous respondents. Your identity will not 
be mentioned anywhere and findings will not be associated with you in any way. 
Please read this form (QUT Consent Form for Participants) and sign it if you agree.  
Throughout the interview you will be asked to answer questions, if you do not have 
answers or do not feel ready to reply, please let me know. We can go back to that 
question later on, or avoid it completely. The most important thing to remember is 
that there are no right or wrong answers and I would like to hear your personal 
opinion. Feel free to express your thoughts and attitudes about any topic that will be 
discussed today.  
Shopping habits and purchasing occurrence within the past 30 days 
- Did you use the Internet in the past 30 days?  
- What did you use it for?  
- Did you purchase any products online in the past 30 days? 
- What products did you purchase? 
- Did you purchase any digital technology products (such as a mobile phone, 
laptop, tablet, personal computer, TV set, DVD player, MP3 player, camera, 
e-book, software…) 
Retailing channels, personal preferences 
- Why do you buy products online? 
- Is there any difference between physical stores and online stores? 
- Where do you prefer to buy products? Why? 
- Do you feel that shopping online is safe? Why? Why not? 
- Are there any other issues in regards to online or physical stores that you 
would like to mention? 
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Online searching paths  
- Where do you look for information about products when considering a 
purchase? 
- How do you start your online searches? 
- Which search engine(s) do you most frequently use? Any other? 
- When using a search engine to find relevant information online, how many 
pages do you check before abandoning the search because you cannot find it? 
What do you do then? 
- Do you have any other methods for finding information online? 
- Are there any particular websites that you visit regularly? How frequently? 
Searching habits and practices 
- You mentioned that you regularly visit…… website/s, could you please 
explain why? 
- Do you find that product related information is easily found online?  
- What do you usually look for when searching for products online? 
- Do you think that online content delivers the appropriate answers to your 
inquires?  
- Do you think that magazines are good sources of information about products?  
- Do you go to stores to see new products?  
- Do you look for new products online?  
- Where do you prefer to start a product related search? 
USER CREATED CONTENT 
Types of user created content 
- You mentioned previously that you use online product reviews, are those 
consumer created or professional reviews? 
- Is there any difference between those two types of product reviews? 
- How do you use professional reviews? User created reviews? 
- Is there any other differentiation within the category of consumer created 
content that evaluates products? 
- Reviews? Ratings? Recommendations? 
- Which websites provide the best consumer created reviews?  
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- Why do you think those reviews are better than others? 
- How do you find product reviews that respond to your inquiry and deliver 
content of good quality? 
Preferred formats 
- Do you personally prefer any particular format of consumer created reviews? 
(If not spontaneously mentioned try: product reviews, ratings, 
recommendations) Why? 
- Which type of consumer review do you find most useful? Informative? 
Helpful?  
- Why do you like this particular type of content? 
- Do you think that quality of information depends on the format of the 
content? Please explain? 
Websites visited 
- How do you usually start the search for user created product reviews?  
- What are the most important aspects of those websites that make them 
attractive to you? 
- Are there any particular features on those websites that you do not like? 
Use of information – sources  
- When considering a purchase do you use any other information sources? 
- Do you talk to your friends or family about products?  
- Do you go to stores and talk to shop assistants?  
- Do you check product manuals while in stores? 
- Do you read magazines or newspapers?  
- Do you watch/read advertisements or infomercials?  
- Do you read consumer reports? 
- Do you read sales reports? Bestselling products?  
- I will read you a list of info-sources, please evaluate the reliability of each 
one. Use a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is the least reliable source and 10 is 
the most reliable source. Please evaluate each item starting from …? (Show 
the card and rotate info-sources for each respondent) 
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- Why do you find …. to be the least reliable info-source?  
- Why do you think that … is the most reliable info-source? 
WORD OF MOUTH  
Word of mouth practices 
- You mentioned that you talk to your friends or family about products when 
considering a purchase. Do you talk to them before or after the purchase? 
- Do you usually discuss potential purchases of products with people you 
know? With whom? 
- Are you normally asked to express your opinion about products in social 
conversations? 
- When? How? By whom? Could you please give an example? 
- Have you ever evaluated a product online?  
- How did you do it? Please explain in as much detail as possible. 
- Have you written an online product review? Rated a product? Recommended 
a product? 
- Why did you do it?  
- Why did you not do it?  
- What do you think about consumers that evaluate products online and write 
product reviews? 
Dissemination of word of mouth 
- Do you normally initiate conversations about products when considering a 
purchase?  
- Do you ask your friends for their advice about products you are considering 
purchasing, or do they freely offer advice?  
- Have you ever asked for advice in an online forum? 
- Have you ever started a thread in an online forum? 
- Have you ever discussed a topic in an online forum? 
- Do you think that it is important to tell others about your satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with purchased products?  
- How do you usually do it?   
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Positive and negative word of mouth 
- Do you think that there are more positive or negative online consumer 
reviews? 
- Why do you think that is the case? 
- Do you feel that positive / negative reviews are more useful / helpful?  
- Have you ever seen a consumer created product review that did not seem 
right?  
- What made you think there was something wrong about this review? 
Opinion leaders 
- Do you think that some online reviewers of products have better knowledge 
of products than others?  
- Do you think that some online reviewers write more useful / erudite reviews? 
- Do you feel that those reviews can provide better assistance in making an 
informed purchasing decision?  
GENERAL ISSUES 
Participation 
- You mentioned that you posted a product review? What was the reason? 
- You mentioned that you had never posted a product review? Why? 
- What do you think about reviewers that regularly contribute new product 
evaluations? 
- Do you think that you could write a product review? Why? Why not? 
- If incentives were offered for writing a product review, would you consider 
contributing? Why? 
- Is there any type of incentive (gift, voucher, money, discount) that would 
make you more interested in writing product reviews? 
- Is there any other reason that would make you more willing to evaluate 
products online?  
Trust 
- How influential are user created product reviews to your decision-making 
process when considering a purchase? 
- Do you rely on user created reviews more that on word of mouth from your 
friends? 
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- Do you compare consumer created product reviews with consumer reports 
from professional reviewers? 
- Why do you trust online product reviews written by strangers (people you 
have never met in person)?  
Reliability of user created content 
- You mentioned that you trust consumer created product reviews when they 
come from strangers, how can you be sure of their reliability? 
- Have you ever questioned the reasoning behind someone’s review? 
- How do you feel about extremely positive / negative reviews? 
- Have you ever considered that a review was not posted by a genuine 
consumer?  
- If so, how did you feel about that?  
- What did you do about it? 
Reputation 
- You mentioned that you trust some online reviewing websites more than 
others? Please explain why. 
- Do you think about where you read the product review and if that website 
was reputable, when assessing the product you are about to purchase? 
- Is the reputation of the website important to you? 
- Thinking about the product review that had the strongest influence on your 
purchasing decision, could you describe the process of evaluating the 
reputation of the website? 
- The reputation of the reviewer?  
SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS   
This is the end of the interview. I would like to summarise what was told and clarify 
some issues that were not clear. May we continue? 
- Discussing significant themes and prompting. 
- Returning to red flagged topics. 
- Clarifying issues. 
- Wrapping up. 
END OF THE INTERVIEWING SESSION, THANK THE RESPONDENT. 
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APPENDIX VI 
ONLINE INVITATION LETTER AND SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Invitation letter 
 
Have you recently purchased or do you plan to purchase a consumer electronics 
product – such as a personal computer, laptop, mobile phone, digital camera, MP3 
player, TV, or DVD player? 
Have you recently visited product reviews and ratings sites, or sites of 
manufacturers and retailers of consumer electronics? 
If so, we are interested in your views. We are investigating how users of consumer 
electronics products use reviews and ratings sites to search for information about 
products, and how these sites impact on purchasing decisions. 
We would like to invite you to contribute to our online survey. 
The survey is completely anonymous and your name will not be connected to your 
identity. The questionnaire is in no way linked to you personally or your e-mail address.  
The data collected is safely stored and only the researcher has direct access to it. 
The length of the questionnaire is approximately 20 minutes, but feel free to take as 
much time as you need to think about your answers. A progress bar will inform you 
about your progress. Once you have completed the questionnaire, there will be no 
option to withdraw your answers from the survey.  Entering the questionnaire is 
considered to be an indication of your consent to participate in this project. A 
consent mechanism in the form of an “I accept” button will be used at the 
beginning of the questionnaire.    
If you don’t understand a question, or if you are not comfortable with answering a 
particular question or if the question does not apply to your particular case, please 
skip it. If your answer is not listed, please use the option “other” and write it in the 
space provided.  
This is independent research conducted by PhD candidate and researcher Barbara 
Gligorijevic at the Queensland University of Technology and Smart Services 
Cooperative Research Centre. If you are interested in the results of this research 
and would like to receive a report, please leave your contact details at the end of 
the questionnaire. If you have any questions or need clarification, feel free to 
contact the researcher at the following e-mail address: 
barbara.gligorijevic@student.qut.edu.au. 
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this survey.  
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SCREENING SECTION  
 
S1.  In the past three months, have you purchased consumer electronics products, or do 
you plan to purchase such products in the near future (e.g. personal computers, lap 
tops, mobile phones, digital cameras, MP3 players, TV sets, DVD players or similar)? 
 
 
If “yes’ continue Yes 1 
If “no” thanks and terminate No 2 
 
S2.  When searching for information about consumer electronics products, where do you 
usually look to for it? You may use more than one source, please indicate all. (Multiple 
answers possible)  
 
 
If “yes” continue otherwise 
terminate 
Internet  1 
If Internet only, go to S4 TV 2 
 Radio 3 
 Newspapers / magazines 4 
If multiple answers continue to 
S3 
Friends, peers, relatives 5 
 Mail catalogues / sales flyers 6 
 Advertising in outdoor media (billboards, bus 
shelters, newsstands, train platforms, taxis, 
phone booths...)   
7 
 Retail stores 8 
 Other........................................... 9 
 
 
 
In this survey there are several key terms that might be useful to clarify before we start. 
 Reviews are detailed comments, descriptions or statements about products and 
services written by fellow consumers (AKA user-generated content). 
 User recommendations are brief customer testimonials about their experience with 
product or services.  
 Ratings of products and services are user assessments of value, usually defined by 
numbers (or starts) or by affirmative (thumbs up) or negative (thumbs down) 
evaluations. 
 Automated recommendations are provided by retailing websites based on what 
other customers have purchased. 
 Digital technology products are any type of tech gadgets and electronic devices 
available to end consumers (computer hardware, mobile phones, audio and video 
devices…) 
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SURVEY 
(Continuing with questions in case the eligibility is confirmed in the previous section) 
Q.1 What triggers your interest for digital technology products? 
 
List Always  Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
Visiting local stores 1 2 3 4 5 
Promotions / special offers of digital 
technology products 
1 2 3 4 5 
Advertising in traditional media 1 2 3 4 5 
News stories about digital technology 
products 
1 2 3 4 5 
Recommendations from experts 1 2 3 4 5 
Talking with friends /. Family about digital 
technology products 
1 2 3 4 5 
Visiting online stores 1 2 3 4 5 
Online advertising 1 2 3 4 5 
Brands mentioned in tech blogs 1 2 3 4 5 
Discussions in online forums 1 2 3 4 5 
Conversations in social networks 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Q.2 When looking for information about digital technology products, how do you usually 
start your search?  (Multiple answers possible)  
Type of information  Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
Search engine  1 2 3 4 5 
Local retailers / shop assistants 1 2 3 4 5 
Manufacturer’s website with product 
descriptions 
1 2 3 4 5 
Manufacturer’s  website with consumers’ 
product reviews 
1 2 3 4 5 
Online store with consumers’ product reviews 1 2 3 4 5 
User reviews in reviews websites / social 
networks  
1 2 3 4 5 
Talking to people who already own a product 1 2 3 4 5 
Checking with friends / family about a particular 
product 
1 2 3 4 5 
Printed magazines / newspapers 1 2 3 4 5 
Tech blogs 1 2 3 4 5 
Personal blogs 1 2 3 4 5 
Discussions in online forums 1 2 3 4 5 
Online magazines / news websites 1 2 3 4 5 
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Q.3  Thinking about your last or next purchase of a digital technology product, how reliable 
would you consider the following sources to be?  (One answer only) 
 
 
Source Very reliable 
Somewhat 
reliable 
Neutral Somewhat 
unreliable 
Very 
unreliable 
Retailers’ / shop assistants’ advice 1 2 3 4 5 
Product information from manufacturers 1 2 3 4 5 
Advertising / infomercial 1 2 3 4 5 
Magazine / news stories 1 2 3 4 5 
Information from online retailers 1 2 3 4 5 
Automated recommendations based on 
purchasing patterns 
1 2 3 4 5 
Detailed user generated product reviews 1 2 3 4 5 
Friends and family (word of  mouth from 
someone you know) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Short product recommendations from users 1 2 3 4 5 
Professional blogs / experts’ product 
reviews 
1 2 3 4 5 
Product ratings by users (thumbs up / down; 
stars; +, -) 
1 2 3 4 5 
Discussion forums  1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
Q.4 When searching for information on the Internet about digital technology products, 
what do you most look for, and how important is it?  (Multiple answers possible)  
 
Type of information  Very 
important 
Somewhat 
important 
Neutral Somewhat 
unimportant 
Very 
unimpor
tant 
Expert opinion  1 2 3 4 5 
Product price comparison 1 2 3 4 5 
Information about product quality / value 
for money 
1 2 3 4 5 
General information / news about 
consumer electronics products 
1 2 3 4 5 
New upgrades / improvements / 
accessories  
1 2 3 4 5 
Product form my preferred brands 1 2 3 4 5 
Nothing specific – just  
browsing  
1 2 3 4 5 
Special offers 1 2 3 4 5 
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Q.5 What is usually the reason for you to search for digital technology products? Please 
indicate all. (Multiple answers possible) 
 
List of reasons  Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
Prompted by advertising 1 2 3 4 5 
Approaching the “gift season”  1 2 3 4 5 
Considering purchase 1 2 3 4 5 
Desperately need a particular / innovative gadget  1 2 3 4 5 
Mentioned by an expert / read about it 1 2 3 4 5 
Recommendation by someone you know 1 2 3 4 5 
Replacing an old digital technology product  1 2 3 4 5 
Shopping opportunity (e.g. travelling overseas)  1 2 3 4 5 
Somebody asked for your opinion about a product  1 2 3 4 5 
Special offers 1 2 3 4 5 
Want to keep up with trends  1 2 3 4 5 
Want to learn more about new products to be 
able to engage in social conversation  
1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Q.6  Do you usually share your satisfaction or dissatisfaction about the purchased product 
with others? (Multiple answers possible) 
 
 
 
 
List of reasons Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
 
 
 
 
 
Go to 
Q.18  
I told the retailer / sales personnel  1 2 3 4 5 
I let the manufacturer know 1 2 3 4 5 
I told my friends and colleagues 1 2 3 4 5 
I told my family / partner  1 2 3 4 5 
I wrote a letter to an editor / expert 1 2 3 4 5 
I didn’t tell anyone 1 2 3 4 5 
Continue 
to Q.13 
I rated the product online 1 2 3 4 5 
I publicly expressed my opinion / 
experience in my blog 
1 2 3 4 5 
I informed people in my offline social 
circles(s) (school friend, acquaintances, 
club members…) 
1 2 3 4 5 
I posted an online comment / discussion  1 2 3 4 5 
I wrote an online review  1 2 3 4 5 
I told people in my online social networks 1 2 3 4 5 
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Q.7 Why do you post or share your opinion about digital technology products online?  
 
List of reasons  Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
To assist others in making an informed 
decision  
1 2 3 4 5 
To gain public recognition / influence 1 2 3 4 5 
To keep someone else from making 
the same mistake 
1 2 3 4 5 
To do my bit for the community  1 2 3 4 5 
Because of incentives 1 2 3 4 5 
To support my favourite brand 1 2 3 4 5 
To confirm a right purchasing decision 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Q.8 How do you usually post or share information about the consumer electronics products? 
Way of posting Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
Anonymously 1 2 3 4 5 
Using my screen name only 1 2 3 4 5 
Using my real identity 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Q.9  When do you post or share your evaluation / opinion online?  
 
List of reasons  Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never 
Before I purchase a consumer electronics 
product 
1 2 3 4 5 
If I am satisfied with the digital technology 
product  
1 2 3 4 5 
If I am dissatisfied with the digital technology 
product 
1 2 3 4 5 
When I see other people discussing the product 
online  
1 2 3 4 5 
When the manufacturer / retailer does not 
respond to my feedback or enquiry 
1 2 3 4 5 
When I am asked about the product 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Q.10  Thinking about your last major purchase of a consumer electronics product, which 
Websites did you use to express your review, opinion, or comment? (Open ended 
question)  
 
 
  
 
 
Website 1: Website 2:  Website 3: Website 4: Website 5: 
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DEMOGRAPHICS 
 
D1. Please state your gender. 
 
Male 1 
Female 2 
 
 
D2. How old are you?  
 
Up to 25 1 
26-35 2 
36-45 3 
46-55 4 
56-65 5 
66-75 6 
76 and over 7 
 
D3.  What is your highest educational qualification?  
 
Primary education 1 
Secondary education 2 
Vocational training 3 
Certification 4 
Apprenticeship 5 
Some university education 6 
Bachelor degree 7 
Master degree 8 
PhD or other Doctorate 9 
Postdoctoral degree 10 
Other........... 11 
 
D4.  Are you currently employed? 
 
Full time 1 
Part time 2 
Unemployed 3 
Student 4 
Pensioner 5 
Other....... 6 
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D5.  In your household you are?  
The main income earner 1 
A substantial income earner 2 
Contributing to an extent 3 
Not an income earner 4 
Other.......... 5 
 
 
D6. What is your role regarding purchasing of digital technology products in your 
household? 
I am the main purchasing decision-maker 1 
I decide together with other household members 2 
I partially influence the purchasing decisions 3 
I follow the directions of other household members 4 
I am not the purchasing decision-maker in my household 5 
Other 6 
 
 
D.7 What digital technology products do you have in your household? 
 
Digital camera (photo, video) 1 
DVD player 2 
E-book reader 3 
Games console (Playstation, X-box, Wii..) 4 
GPS  5 
LCD or plasma TV 6 
3D TV 7 
Mobile phone / smart phone 8 
Portable media player 9 
Personal computer / laptop 10 
Tablet device 11 
Hi-fi equipment 12 
Broadband Wi-Fi router 13 
Printer / scanner or other peripherals 14 
Other........................ 15 
 
 
D.8 In which country do you live? 
Drop down menu – list of countries  
 
 
This is the end of the survey. Thank you very much for taking part in this research. 
If you are interested in the results of this research and would like to receive a report, please 
leave your contact details here. These details will be stored separately from your survey 
responses, and will not be used for any other purpose. 
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PERSONAL INFORMATION 
[TRACKED SEPARATELY FROM THE MAIN RESPONSES] 
{FILTERING INDUCED by KEY SURVEY} 
 
Name  
 
E-mail 
 
 
 
 
 
**************************************************************** 
NOT ELIGIBLE RESPONDENTS  
Thank you for your participation. You are not eligible to continue. 
 
Please click “SUBMIT” to end the survey SUBMIT 
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APPENDIX VII 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE INDUSTRY 
 
TABLE 26 INDUSTRY RECOMMENDATIONS  
W O R D  O F  M O U T H   
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Marketing mix  The marketing mix should include social media websites that feature electronic word of mouth (eWOM). These should be carefully selected 
and compatible with the company’s business and marketing strategies. Substantially different strategies should be developed for info-active 
and info-passive types of consumers. Info-active consumers, being active in discussions or posting of PRR are potential opinion leaders and 
should be treated as such. 
Social media marketing 
strategy  
 
 Companies concerned about WOM activities in social media websites should have designated in-house staff to monitor popular websites 
and should be trained to identify new formats of WOM. This data should be part of the marketing reports, or nominated as ‘earned media’. 
Customer feedback -  eWOM  Companies can study their customers by monitoring websites with eWOM in the form of product reviews and ratings (PRR), respond to the 
complaints and favourable opinions, learn about consumers’ needs and desires for new products or services, and ascertain company or 
brand reputation.  
D I F F E R E N T  T Y P E S  O F  W O R D  O F  M O U T H  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Product reviews  Product reviews are easily identifiable forms of WOM that vary depending on the website type. The commercial websites or electronic 
retailers that have substantial quantities of consumer created product reviews are often the most popular places for consumers to start 
online searches. Evaluations of products on these sites have a strong impact on info-passive consumers that conduct short online 
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researches. These websites are essential for brand management and online reputation.  
Forums and blogs feature eWOM in less recognisable format that makes it difficult to index or report. Because these websites provide more 
insightful and relevant information for info-active consumers, it is essential for companies or brands to take part in discussions to possibly 
influence potential opinion leaders in these consumer-specific niches.                           
Product recommendations Recommendations, as the format of positive evaluations, are perceived to be endorsements of products. They are considered to be the least 
investigative and informative types. Consumers prefer eWOM content to be educational and informative, as is the case with less favourable 
evaluations of products (negative reviews).  
Product ratings Product ratings are significantly more popular and trusted as a format among consumers than are product reviews and recommendations. 
Companies should monitor ratings of their products and refer to them in reports. It is advisable that companies link to customer ratings on 
social media websites from their own websites.  
Online forums Forums are indispensable info-sources for info-active types of consumers, while info-passive consumers are not often found visiting this 
social media space. The exposure to eWOM is considerably higher for visitors of forums. The best way to engage in conversations with 
potential opinion leaders is to monitor discussions and, when needed, offer support (tech support, price matching policy, suggestions for 
substitute products). While doing so, staff should clearly state the connection to the company/brand, even when they are presenting their 
personal opinions. 
N E G A T I V E  R E V I E W S  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Negative product reviews Negative product reviews, are more appreciated by consumers because they reveal new information. This type of content may work in 
favour of brands, as the info-savvy consumer is suspicious of overly positive product evaluations and prefers to hear less favourable 
comments that provide more objective viewpoints. 
Usefulness of negative  
reviews 
It is important to understand that negative evaluations do not directly impact on sales. Companies should not try to remove or substitute 
them with newly posted favourable content (astro-turfing, sock-pupeting), as these acts of unethical marketing create suspicion among 
consumers. As a consequence, consumers tend to sanction this type of activity by ignoring the brand and refusing to buy its products.  
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C O N S U M E R  T Y P E S  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Info-active and info-passive 
consumers 
The new typology of consumers is based on time spent on Internet searches, involvement with online content (rating of products or writing 
reviews) and online participation (disseminating eWOM).  Advertising and eWOM have dissimilar impact on different types of consumers 
and should not be generalised as content categories but as marketing tools specifically developed for particular market niches.  
Info-active and eWOM The best way to reach info-active consumers (under stronger influence of eWOM and social media info-sources) is through online forums, 
independent reviews from established opinion leaders, and high quality tech-blogs. Posting useful technical information can lead to better 
appreciation of brands and increased brand awareness. Info-active consumers are price sensitive, and they extensively research products 
before they are launched. Once convinced that a product’s attributes – price and quality – are balanced, they will purchase it. Consumers in 
this group are of the ‘late majority’, purchasing consumer electronics when prices fall. However, if convinced that the product is of good 
quality and it has unique or novel functions, or is a special offer / promotional price, they can be quickly turned into ‘innovators’. 
Info-passive and advertising Info-passive consumers are more susceptible to advertising and most probably will follow retailers’ suggestions. These customers can be 
influenced with traditional marketing tools, especially in-store materials or technical assistance delivered by sales personnel both in bricks-
and-mortar outlets and e-stores. They are more susceptible to latest trends and are less price sensitive, buying products at the highest price. 
This category of consumer belongs to the ‘early adopters’. A smart advertising campaign, focusing on product’s unique selling propositions 
is most likely strategy to have an effect on this type of consumer. 
Variations of two types Numerous variations between info-active and info-passive consumers depict a large set of people that combine those two typical online 
searching techniques. The best approach for reaching those potential customers is via search engine optimisation (SEO), where company 
or brand-related content is listed on the first two pages. Regular up-dates of content on company websites and a widespread presence in 
social media lead to a higher ranking.  
Market niches Variations of the info-active and info-passive consumer type continuum can be classified according to the amount of time spent in online 
searches and the nature of social media websites (news, blogs, forums, social networking, e-tailers).  Every online market niche requires a 
different approach and an appropriate marketing strategy. 
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O N L I N E  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Prolific content creators  
 
Because of a smaller number of creators of PRR compared to a relatively larger number of lurkers, creators can be quickly identified. They 
require special attention and care by companies and brands, as these are potential opinion leaders (OL). Because SM delivers numerous 
opportunities to influence more potential customers, higher number of OL would bring better results. The first step is to engage lurkers to 
evaluate products.  
Dissemination of eWOM Electronic WOM disseminated by opinion leaders on social media websites have greater outreach than traditional WOM  (F2F).  Initiators of 
eWOM get to “socially groom” with more people at the same time than is the case with traditional WOM. Social grooming increases the 
strength of social ties and increases perceived trust and reliability. When targeting opinion leaders, marketers should scan the potential 
impact, the size of their social networks (number of nodes or followers) and resilience to attrition of social contacts  (ratio of old and brand-
new ties). 
Drivers of online participation Consumers’ willingness to create and post product reviews and ratings is mostly driven by the desire to help others, and this should be the 
main proposal in invitations on websites. Incentives, as a way to increase the participation in UGC, are relevant for consumers that already 
post and are familiar with the processes and procedures of evaluating products online. A less complicated registration procedure (registering 
by using the online ID such as a social networking identity) may yield a higher number of new contributors and consequently also influence 
their social ties by making the posts visible in their social networks.  
Benefits of online 
participation 
The increasing number of participants will result in higher numbers of postings and better quality of consumer created product reviews in 
developed markets. 
New economies   Emerging markets, because of their size and the number of potential customers, will become important targets for the consumer electronics 
industry. Independent eWOM in local languages may become dominant over marketing generated content (which is in most cases uniformly 
created in companies’ HQs). It is essential to have social media strategists as part of the marketing team in local or representative offices. 
The key concern is to have the local staff familiarised with the company’s international marketing strategy and policies before engaging with 
local customers on SM websites.   
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C O N V E R S I O N  O F  e W O M  T O  B R A N D  V A L U E  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The value of PRR for brand 
owners 
Consumer created online WOM or product reviews and ratings, extends a brand’s impact and provides information that is often neglected in 
marketing-generated materials. Brand awareness, increased familiarity with product features, understanding of potential technical issues 
and knowledge is usually a result of extensive online searches. Info-active consumers, through info-search and posting of PRR, disseminate 
new information not found in traditional marketing messages. These customers add value to a product’s intangible attributes (ease of use, 
self-help and first point of assistance) that is not yet measurable by marketing parameters. 
Free media  
 
Impartial consumer created PRR is important for a company’s online presence as a component of the earned or free media. In this case, 
both online retailers and brand owners benefit from these postings. It is important to maintain participation rates on commercial websites, as 
the obvious threat comes from social networking platforms as an alternative, where consumers feel at ease to post less formalistic 
evaluations of products. Info-active consumers should be specifically targeted, as they are more likely to post PRR, while info-passive types 
are less likely to be converted to active participants on SM websites. 
Incentives  Consumers that post regularly are precious assets for commercial websites. It is crucial to retain prolific creators of PRR, and this can be 
achieved with perks and incentives. Community-inspired leadership titles (product category leaders, brand connoisseurs) will potentially 
induce feelings of membership and responsibility in fellow consumers.  
Incentives are also an attractive way of restoring and freshening up the relationship with faithful contributors. They may take the form of free 
data packages (fixed or mobile Internet) or discounts. Agile consumers can also be contacted for product placements and testings. While 
most brands recruit professional journalists for this purpose, less professional users can also deliver valuable inputs. The best example is 
Dell’s idea incubator – a social media project that allowed consumers to contribute ideas for the development of new products directly to the 
manufacturer’s website, and then continued the relationship by responding to their contributions of new product development ideas or 
complaints. 
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C O M M E R C I A L  S E R V I C E S  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Traditional stores Shop assistants of the traditional retailing channels have to deal with highly informed customers that thoroughly investigate product 
categories before coming to stores. The stores should regularly receive instructional materials and updated trainings that will inform them 
about ratings of products by professionals and social media opinion leaders. Potential customers are easily intimidated by low quality service 
or lack of knowledge among personnel in traditional stores and may switch to competitors. 
Online retailers E- tailers and product review websites are usually found on the top of search engine listings, and all info-search consumer types will read 
some of the consumer created PRR. However, they have greater influence on info-passive consumers and the strategy should be 
developed accordingly. Because the quality of content is the main attraction on PRR websites, companies should develop strategies for how 
to retain the current creators of content.  
Social networking sites The posting of eWOM is migrating to social networking sites and personal blogs, which makes the control and management of this content 
by brand owners more difficult because online advertising, as a predominant form of marketing on these websites, is not as successful as 
eWOM. While the emergence, dissemination and outreach of eWOM is difficult to control in private social circles, it is more effective than 
advertising.  
T R E N D S  
FINDINGS INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Graph Search  New methods of how to reach customers are emerging. The Graph Search tool, introduced by Facebook in January 2013, makes searching 
for eWOM within social circles easier.  There is an obvious danger that companies will try to benefit by posting a large amount of content on 
their FB pages in order to be captured in personalised searches. We have yet to see how successfully this tool has been in reaching, 
engaging and influencing consumers.   
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Location-based applications Marketing professionals should carefully monitor further development s on social networking websites as more may follow Facebook’s suit 
and other location-based social networks and mobile apps: Foursquare,  Gowalla, Google Latitude, Gypsii, Loopt, iPling, Plazes, Citysense, 
Whrrl are testing new or emerging technologies in regards to social interactions and search capabilities, adopting those that best fit their 
strategy and marketing approach. 
Google  The newly introduced Facebook function to search for WOM within social networks is a major threat to Google, which intensively worked to 
develop a new search function by incorporating Zagat ‘s database of reviews (restaurants) to SE listings. The functionality of the Google+ 
social network, created as an equivalent to Facebook, in regards to PRR, can be questioned. At this point of social media development, the 
quantity of user generated content and number of social ties developed within Google+ is still too small to become a threat to Facebook. 
However, Google continues to reign in the Internet advertising domain for the time being. 
Building on effects of eWOM  Companies should focus on marketing activities that bring brands and products in touch with consumers through close social ties. This 
should be done through existing, or emerging, opinion leaders in social circles. While social networking allows this to be performed through 
eWOM by influencing info-active types, info-passive consumers should be approached through F2F communication.  
Traditional marketing  Older consumers do not find WOM from close social ties to be as reliable as retailers. This group of consumers is susceptible to traditional 
approaches, especially in-store marketing. 
Weak social ties  Weak social ties are extremely important for introducing new products. From consumers’ point of view, info-search should bring new 
information. Social conversations or online discussions often result in learning new things about products. Encouraging and participating in 
conversations on social media websites is the best approach for achieving this goal.   
Online advertising  Online advertising should be substituted with online conversations with consumers, providing advice, suggestions and technical solutions. A 
selection of social media websites – forums, blogs, social networking sites – should be the focus of social media marketing plans. A specific 
strategy and approach should be developed for each particular website based on the type of activity and category of visitors.  
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Online forums Social media strategists should carefully monitor relevant online forums and offer support for, or advice to, those customers who need 
assistance. This should be done with the highest level of transparency, clearly indicating the identity of the person and their connection with 
the company / brand. 
 
Blogs  Most SM strategists have already developed relationships with eminent bloggers within their particular industry or product category, but this 
is a difficult task in new markets. Any international manufacturer of consumer electronics or a marketing agency with global aspirations must 
have local SM experts who engage with the local bloggers.  
Graph Search Facebook’s Graph Search was introduced as a new entrant to online search options. Considering the amount of “noise” in FB posts, it 
remains to be seen how successful the new tool for finding relevant eWOM threads will be. 
Regulations Although social media is not a heavily regulated public sphere, it is expected that soon it will be aligned to other mass media laws and 
regulations. There is a number of emerging, or currently being developed, directives, policies and regulations being issued by governments 
and regulatory authorities. Social media marketers and agencies should keep up-to-date with these rules, while companies should develop 
internal policies and share them regularly with employees. 
Media intelligence platforms Social media outreach of eWOM is difficult to measure; however, several companies are delivering tools that offer optimisation of marketing 
activities through online analytics.  
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